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	1. Chapter 1

"Got another bundle o' weapons for ya, da'!"

"Get 'em goin' in the furnace; I'm almost done with this first batch. An' where's Hiccup? He should've been here by now!" Gobber wiped his forehead on his arm before hammering away on a bent sword. Glancing up, he watched Thora bury some swords in the red-hot coals of the foundry.

Hurrying past her father, she grabbed a large, double-bearded ax. "Oh, you know Hiccup," she chuckled, starting up the grinding wheel. "He's probably tryin' t' tackle a dragon on his own again."

"He better not or else it'll be more than just Stoick tannin' his hide!" Tossing the now-straightened sword into the coals, he pulled out one of the bent swords and began to hammer away on it. Behind him, the door burst open; glancing over his shoulder, he saw Hiccup quickly tying a leather apron around himself. "Ahh! Nice o' you t' join the party! I thought you'd been eaten up."

"Who, me?" Hiccup breathlessly laughed. "Nah; I'm far too muscular for their tastes!" He grabbed a mace attachment from the ground, grunting slightly. "They wouldn't know what to do with all of…this!" He struck a heroic pose after replacing the hammer on Gobber's wall of accessories.

Thora snorted. "They do need toothpicks, don't they?" she teased, going back to watching the ax blade as she ran it along the spinning stone.

Frowning, Hiccup went over to the shutters and threw them open. "Oh, very funny." He let out a small yelp as a group of Viking warriors rushed over, dropping their dull or ruined weapons into his arms before plucking up new weapons from the counter. He stuck his tongue out when a nearby Gronckle blast sent dirt flying into his face. He paused for a moment, seeing a group of five other teenagers run past, buckets of water in their hands. With a dreamy smile on his lips, he unconsciously started to climb out of the window.

"Oh no you don't!" Gobber grabbed Hiccup by the back of his tunic, easily hoisting him off the ground.

"Ah, come on!" begged Hiccup. "Let me out, please? I need to make my mark!"

He shook his head, plopping the teen next to his daughter. "Oh, you've made plenty of marks. An' all in the wrong places!"

"Please! Two minutes. I'll kill a dragon and my life will get infinitely better!" he pleaded, giving Gobber a most desperate look. "I might even get a date!"

Gobber shook his head in quite the fatherly manner. "Hiccup, you can't lift a hammer. You can't swing an ax; you can't even throw one o' these!" He blinked as the bolas were taken from his hands by a Viking outside. He watched as they flew through the air, neatly wrapping up a Gronckle's legs.

Thora shook her head, heading to the front of the shop to take over metal-heating duties as Hiccup darted over to a wooden contraption he had built. "Alright, fine –but this will throw it for me!" he told the smith, patting the machine. As soon as he laid his hand on its outer shell, it burst into life and Thora ducked just in time. A Viking running past, however, was not so lucky and found himself wrapped up in a pair of bolas. "Sorry!"

"See!" Gobber scolded, picking up his daughter up off the ground. "Now this right here is what I'm talking about!" He set her down near the hearth, a concerned look on his face. "You alright, Thora?"

Brushing off her apron, she nodded. "Aye, da'." She turned her back on the two males, hoping to stay out of the way of anymore wayward bolas.

"It's just a mild calibration issue-" Hiccup started.

"Hiccup," interrupted Gobber. Thora peeked over her shoulder, not having heard Gobber so frustrated with Hiccup before. "If ya ever want t' get out there to fight dragons, you need to stop all…" He sighed and motioned to the entirety of Hiccup. "This."

A frown came to Hiccup's normally cheerful face. "But you just pointed to all of me…" he retorted.

"Yes, that's it! Stop being all of you!" Gobber told him, matter-of-factly.

Doing his best to hide his hurt, Hiccup puffed out his chest; Thora, however quite visibly cringed at the words. "Ooh-"

"Ooh yes," Gobber quickly retorted, his brow furrowed.

"You, sir, are playing a dangerous game!" Hiccup continued. "Keeping this much raw…Viking-ness contained! There will be consequences!" He let out a small gasp when Gobber plopped an unsharpened broadsword in his arms.

"I'll take my chances," he simply told him. "Sword. Sharpen. _Now._" He pointed his hammer at Thora, who had paused in her own sharpening of weapons. "Same goes for you, missy. Back t' work."

She let out a quiet sigh. "Aye, da," she murmured. Getting the wheel going again, she used her tail to push some hair from her face. She glanced over at Hiccup before lightly tapping his shoulder with her tail. When he looked over at her, she mouthed, "Sorry. Hangover."

Hiccup cringed and nodded in understanding. "It's alright," he mouthed back. "Dad's grumpy, too."

"Well, duh. Dragons are attackin'." She jokingly rolled her eyes before flinching; a high-pitched scream filled the night. "Night Fury!" she shouted, dropping the ax and covering her ears. Seconds later, one of the catapult towers was blown to pieces.

"Man the fort, Thora! They need me out there!" Gobber instructed as another Night Fury blast echoed through the village. He tossed off his hammer attachment in favor for the mace before running out the door. Two seconds later, he poked his head back in, pointing at the two teens. "Stay. Put. There." Then he ran out once more.

Standing upright, Thora rubbed her ears. "Augh, why does tha' dragon have t' be so _loud_?" she grumbled. "Why do they _all _have t' be so loud?"

Hiccup chuckled, heading over to his contraption. "They're loud _because _they're dragons," he replied. Picking up the contraption, he started for the door, but was promptly stopped by Thora, who stood in the doorway with her arms crossed. "What? You, too?" he frowned.

She raised her brow and moved her hands on her hips. "I'm runnin' out o' excuses, Hiccup. Last time, it was a Gronckle slammin' into the hearth. The time before that? A Monstrous—"

Hiccup looked up at her, his eyes wide and pleading.

"Oh, don't you give me those eyes!" She did her best to not look at him as she tried to scold him. "Hiccup, every time ya go out there, ya get us _both _in trouble!" Unable to stop herself, she glanced at him only to find his lower lip now quivering. "…Oh, fine!" she groaned, stepping out of the way. "I'll just stay here an' try t' think o' something…" Rubbing her face in defeat, she unknowingly smeared soot all over her skin.

"This is why you're my favorite demi-cousin! Thank you!" Hiccup grinned as he ran past her, the device rolling in front of him.

"I'm your only demi-cousin!" she called after him. With a heavy sigh, she leaned her forehead against the doorway. "Oh gods, what do I tell da' this time…?" she mumbled, lightly hitting her head on the wood. After a minute of her self-punishment, she pulled herself away from the doorframe and moved to pick up the ax she had been sharpening. Just as she was about to clasp the handle, she felt something grab her tail. "Oh, what n-"

A shriek left her mouth as she was yanked outside and thrown a few feet into the air. She landed hard on the ground, the air getting knocked from her lungs. Wheezing, she forced herself to her knees and started coughing when she tried to breathe. She glanced over her shoulder to see what had grabbed her only to let out a pained cry of shock: A Deadly Nadder was standing overtop her, tilting its head this way and that as it watched her.

She tried to scramble away, but the dragon grabbed her ankle and threw her even higher into the air. This time, however, she was within reach of the forge's roof. Reaching out, she managed to grab hold of the shop's figurehead and pulled herself against it. Behind her, the Nadder squawked in annoyance as its toy tried to get away; it opened its wings and took to the air.

Cursing, Thora swung out of the way. Splinters of wood went flying as the dragon gripped the figurehead and ripped it from its place. She hopped to her feet and ran across the building, jumping onto the roof of the next shop. The Nadder let out another squawk and took chase.

"Not good, not good!" she yelped, running across the center beam. "Hlín help me!" She jumped, just barely able to make it onto the next roof. As she ran, she felt a sudden burst of heat as the dragon shot a fireball at her. She whipped her tail closer to her body, combing embers from the puff of hair at its tip with her fingers. The action caused her to lose some balance, but she stayed upright. Peeking over her shoulder, she readied herself for the dragon's next burst of fire.

Instead of flames, though, the Deadly Nadder shot its tail spikes at her. Two of the spikes grazed her cheek and leg while the rest embedded themselves into the roof before her. Unable to come to a stop in time, Thora threw herself backwards, hoping she wouldn't end up skewered. Whether it was luck or misfortune helping her, the dragon landed on the beam in front of her and she smacked into its leg before she could become impaled.

The Nadder, however, seemed to have lost her. It tilted its head, trying to catch sight of her, but she was too far under its belly to be seen. It knew she was still around, though, as it could smell her. Spreading its wings for balance, it began to hop about the roof, hoping to uncover her.

Thora darted this way and that, doing her best to follow the dragon's movements. Her heart was racing inside her chest; she was sure it would burst out soon. She was mentally praying to the gods when the Nadder feinted; it acted like it was going to hop towards the back of the building, but as she darted out from the safety of its shadow, it remained still.

The Deadly Nadder, far too annoyed with her antics, squawked and reared back. Opening its mouth, it spat a ball of fire at an alarmed Thora.

There was nothing to hit.

Knowing there was only one thing that could save her, Thora had thrown herself from the roof. Bumping and scraping against the cold, stone walls of the village's well as she plummeted downwards, she wondered if she would have been better off being hit by dragon fire. Although it felt like hours, only a minute had passed by the time she hit the frigid water. For the second time that morning, her breath was forced from her body.

She threw her arms out in front of her and latched onto the wall. Pulling herself upwards, she let out a gasp as her head broke the surface. She started to shiver as she began the climb back up to the top of the well. At the moment, being roasted alive would have been preferable to her.

"Da' is goin' to kill me," she mumbled under her breath.

Halfway up, she paused and cocked her head, listening to what was happening above ground. From what she could hear, the battle was nearing its end.

'Well, looks like I'm going to get the scolding this time,' she thought, seeking out her next handhold. 'What am I thinking? I'm _always_ getting scolded.'

The sound of frightened 'baa'ing reached her ears, though it was fading into the distance.

'Did the dragons actually manage to steal some sheep this time?' she thought, brows furrowed. 'That better not be my fault. Or Hiccup's.' She cringed at the thought. 'It's probably our fault…'

She was just a few feet from the top when a bucket was thrown down into the well; thanks to the narrow space, it hit her atop the head. She yelped in pain and gripped the top of her head. Above her, the silhouette of a person appeared; it was hard to tell who it was from the shape, but their voice gave them away.

"…Dude, why are you in the well?" asked a rather confused Tuffnut.

Another head joined the first –his twin sister, Ruffnut. "Someone's in the well? Why would anyone be down there?"

Thora groaned. "Gods, not you two…" she mumbled.

"Ha! Why's the troll in the well? I thought they lived under bridges?"

Reaching the top of the well, Thora pulled herself up onto the wall and pushed some hair from her face. "Really? O' all the jokes out there 'bout trolls, you use the one about bridges?" Now exposed to the crisp, morning air, she began to shiver even more. "That one's so old, it's not even close t' funny."

The blonde girl scowled. "Hey!" She punched Thora's arm, nearly causing her to fall back into the well; thankfully, she was holding onto the crank beam with her tail. "I'm funny."

"Yeah, your _face _is funny," snickered Tuffnut. He flinched when Ruffnut punched him, too. "Ow, hey!" He punched her shoulder in return.

Her brow rising, Thora leaned back against the support beam and started to wring out her hair. She watched the twins fall to the ground in a heap, their limbs flying as they struggled to beat up the other. Through their commotion, she heard the sound of metal scraping against bone and turned, finding a serious-faced girl walking towards them.

"Morning, Astrid," she chattered.

"Are those two fighting _again_?" Astrid questioned, setting an empty bucket down beside the well.

"Mhm," she replied. "The great thing is I'm the one who started it." She chuckled before grabbing another handful of hair to wring out.

"Oh?" Cocking her hip, she crossed her arms and watched the twins. "How'd you do that?"

"Said Ruffnut wasn't funny." She looked over at the other teen. "So what was the damage count this morning?"

Astrid inspected her nails before pulling out a small dagger, using it to clean them. "Well, we lost five sheep, three chickens, eight buildings –including part of the armory-, two catapults, and one lookout tower."

Thora frowned, tossing her hair over her shoulder. "A lookout tower? How in Midgard did we lose one of those?!" She hopped onto the ground and began wringing out her clothes.

"_Somebody's _demi-cousin tried to shoot down a Night Fury." She gave Thora a long look. "And we also saw you running from a Deadly Nadder."

Shrinking back, Thora did her best to smile innocently at Astrid, but the tusks protruding from her lower jaw did little to help. "That wasn't my fault."

"Whether it was your fault or not, it's the reason half the armory burnt down."

Thora sunk down, hiding her face in her hands. She, like everyone on Berk, knew just how vital the armory was to the village's survival. "Oh gods…Please tell me your lyin'. _Please_ be lyin'…"

Astrid started to walk away. "I _don't_ lie."

Hitting her forehead, Thora forced herself to her feet. "Well, I guess it could have been worse," she told herself. "Could o' burnt down the armory when it was full…"

"What was that, young lassie?"

She cringed before spinning around. There stood Stoick, looking far more grumpy than normal. "Er…Hi, Uncle Stoick!" she spoke, forcing an innocent smile to her lips. "How'd the dragon fight go?"

He gave her a look that could freeze mead as he crossed his arms over his chest. "I think you know very well how things went," he told her.

She shrank back slightly "It could have gone worse!" she countered, still wearing the look of innocence. "I didn't get eaten!"

He sighed and rubbed his temple. "Not _this _time. One o' these days, the battle's goin' to end and we're going to find out that you and Hiccup _have _been eaten by the beasts, you know that? Just because you managed t' escape _this _time doesn't mean it's always going to be that way! It was a fluke you were able to save yourself by jumping into the well." His face was stern as he watched her look away in shame. "I don't know how in Odin's name the two o' you manage to get into so much trouble, but it needs to stop."

"Yes, Uncle Stoick," she mumbled, her tail having sunk to rest between her feet.

"Now get t' the forge. I'll have your father deal with you after the meeting."

She peeked up at him. "Meetin'? What meeting?"

"You'll find out later. Forge. Now."

"Yes, Uncle Stoick…" Slouching in defeat, she timidly began to make her way back across the village.

"Oh, and Thora?"

She turned to look at the chief. "Aye?"

"I better not hear about you jumping into anymore wells."

She sighed. "Aye, Uncle…"

* * *

><p>The mead hall was at full capacity. Stoick stood at the head of the table, his hands on either side of a large map. Off to his right stood Gobber, his drinking arm attached to his stump. Lightly shaking his head, the smith took a long drink of ale from the tankard as Stoick tried to gather his people's courage.<p>

"Either we finish them or they'll finish us!" he decreed. "It's the only way we'll be rid of them." Pointing down at the map, he motioned to the top left corner, where it had been left uncharted. "If we find the nest and destroy it, the dragons will leave! They'll have to find another home!" He slammed a dagger down through the velum, earning a gleeful cheer from the people.

Standing upright, he observed the expressions of the other Vikings. "One more search," he told them. "Before the ice sets in."

The excitement of the crowd suddenly vanished. Fear and trepidation was all-too apparent on their faces.

"Those ships never come back," someone dared to argue.

Sending a half-glare at the speaker, Stoick raised his brow. "We're _Vikings_. It's an occupational hazard. Now…" He straightened up and placed his hands on his hips. "Who's with me?"

Various murmured excuses echoed through the hall as most everyone shrank back from their angry chief. His brow rising, he crossed his arms over his chest.

"Alright," he slowly began, "those who stay will look after Hiccup!" A smug grin appeared under his beard as everyone instantaneously raised their hands, volunteering to go on the mission. He loved his son dearly, but Stoick knew first-hand just how much of a hassle Hiccup was to watch over –let alone raise.

Gobber spun around on the bench as the other Vikings began filing out of the hall to go ready their belongings. "Great," he mumbled. "I'll pack my undies."

Stoick set his hand on his shoulder, all the while shaking his head. "No. I need you to stay and train some new recruits."

At that, Gobber cocked his brow. "Oh, perfect." He leaned back, looking at his friend. "And while I'm busy, Hiccup and Thora can cover the stall. Molten steel, razor-sharp blades, lots o' time t' themselves…What could possibly go wrong?" He took another drink from his tankard, rolling his eyes behind its brim.

Stoick let out a heavy sigh and hopelessly shook his head. "What am I going to do with him, Gobber?" he quietly asked.

His brow still lifted, Gobber studied his friend for a long while before answering. "Put him in training with the others," he answered.

Frowning, Stoick shot him a glare. "No, Gobber. I'm serious."

"So am I." He stared Stoick down, waiting for the stubborn chief to admit defeat.

After some minutes, he finally closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead. "He'd be killed before you let the first dragon out of its cage," he quietly told the blacksmith.

He sighed and rolled his eyes. "Oh, you don't know that!" As Stoick lightly thwacked him on the back, his false tooth popped out of his mouth, disappearing into his mug.

"I do know that, actually." Getting to his feet, he began to pace in front of the tapestry as Gobber tried to find his missing tooth at the bottom of his mug.

"No, you _don't._" Swirling the mug around, he only succeeded in creating a bit of foam.

"No, actually, I _do_."

"_No you don't!_" Scrunching his nose up somewhat, Gobber tried to finish his ale in one gulp, but there was too much left in the bottom of the mug for one swallow.

Stoick shook his head. "Listen! You know what he's like. From the time he could crawl, he's been…different. He doesn't listen." Looking up at the tapestry, he let out a quiet sigh; depicted on the cloth was a mighty Viking slaying a dragon. "He has the attention span of a sparrow…I take him fishing and he goes hunting for—for trolls!"

Gobber raised his brow; for now he wouldn't remind the chief that his daughter was half-troll. "They exist," he instead told him. "The full-blooded ones like t' steal your socks. But only the left ones…what's with that?"

"When I was a boy-" began the chief.

Gobber closed his eyes, knowing what was coming. "Oh no…here we go…"

"-My father told me to bang my head against a rock and I did it." He continued pacing, his eyes fixed on the stone floor. "I thought it was crazy, but I didn't question him. And you know what happened?"

Finding the tooth, he put it back in his gum and gave it a few light taps to secure it back into place. "You got a headache?" was his sarcastic retort.

He ignored the response. "That rock split in two." He looked up, a reminiscent smile under his beard. "It taught me what a Viking could do, Gobber! He could crush mountains, level forests –tame the seas! Even as a boy, I knew what I was, what I had to become." A heavy sigh left his mouth and he turned to his friend. "Hiccup is _not _that boy," he quietly admitted.

"You can't stop him, Stoick. You can only prepare him." Standing up, Gobber went over to him and set his hand on his shoulder, a pitying look on his face. He knew the turmoil that Stoick had to be going through; after all, they practically raised their children together. "Look, I know it seems hopeless –I mean, Thora's practically the same way. But the truth o' the matter is you _won't _always be around t' protect him. He's goin' t' get out there again. Odin's beard, he's probably out there now!"

Rubbing his face, Stoick gave a small nod. "You're right," he murmured. "I'll put Hiccup in dragon training…You'll watch over him, won't you?"

"O' course I will! The lad's all but family by this point, after all." He beamed almost proudly. "Anyway, someone's got t' keep him from gettin' picked on by the others."

Nodding in understanding, Stoick returned his smile, albeit half-heartedly. "And what of Thora? Are you going to put her in dragon training? She could use it after her run-in with that Nadder this morning."

Gobber leaned back against the table, resting his elbows atop it. "Nope."

Stoick frowned. "And why not?"

"You know how she is," Gobber mumbled, looking up at the ceiling. "She's—well, she's…" He glanced at Stoick from the corner of his eye. "She's not really cut out t' kill dragons."

He raised his brow, unimpressed by his excuse. "Oh really? Because I seem to recall the two o' us teachin' her the intricacies of using a weapon from the time she could walk."

"It's not that she can't fight, Stoick! It's just that she…" He rubbed the back of his neck with his tankard. "I'm afraid t' let her."

Stoick stared at him, mouth hanging slightly open.

Gobber pouted. "Oh, don't give me tha'! You remember how Greta was in battle; she could put the Berserkers t' shame with her bloodlust!" As Stoick nodded slightly, he slouched forward, elbows now resting on his knees. "I want her t' be a warrior, aye, but not one like that. I'd want her t' be a proud, strong Hooligan like the rest o' us. Not…some monster."

Setting his hand on Gobber's shoulder, Stoick gave him a reassuring smile. "She can still be a warrior, Gobber," he told him, "but perhaps she can be one who _saves _lives rather than takes them?"

Half of Gobber's brow rose. "Eh?"

"She can be Gothi's apprentice," Stoick explained. "After all, we've only two healers in the entire village –having a third wouldn't hurt things. And the old gal is gettin' on in her years; who knows? If Gothi an' the gods see fit, maybe Thora could be the village Wise Woman by the time Hiccup's chief!"

At that, Gobber let out a hearty laugh. "Now isn't that a thought?" he chortled. "Thora as a Völva…" He scratched his chin at the thought, intrigued by the idea of his daughter potentially holding such a high position in the village. "Well, I think it best t' start small an' have her learn t' be a healer. After all, only the gods know what sorts o' injuries Gothi will need help fixin' in the comin' weeks…"

* * *

><p>When Gobber arrived back to the forge that afternoon, it was to find Thora sweeping the floor. Soot and dried blood still clung to her face from that morning, though she had managed to bind the wound on her leg. She glanced up at him, a somewhat guilty look on her face.<p>

"Hi, da'."

"What's got ya lookin' so guilty?" he questioned, pulling the mug from his stump. He hung it on the wall and grabbed his small hook.

Her cheeks turned a bit pink. "You…didn't hear?"

"Oh, I heard 'bout this mornin' alright." After putting his hook into his stump, he reached out and tousled Thora's hair with his hand. "Let's go for a walk, shall we?"

She blinked, taken aback by his calmness. "Ya mean…I'm not in trouble?"

"Now why would ya be in trouble? For getting' chased by a dragon?" He snorted and plucked the broom from her hands. "Don't be silly." Setting the broom against the door, he left the forge, adopting a leisurely pace to give her time to catch up to him. "The ol' loggin' trail sound good t' you?"

She shrugged, tucking a lock of hair behind her ear. "Truth be told, anythin' sounds good now tha' I know I'm not in trouble."

Gobber chuckled and patted her on the shoulder. "Well, I'm glad t' hear that."

And then he fell silent.

The two of them continued to walk, taking a route that led them behind the village and into the forest. At one point, it had been a well-used road –ruts were still worn into the earth from the logging carts- but now it was all but abandoned. Tall grass and thorny bushes hid most of the lane from sight, but those who still used the path for collecting berries or roots knew how to pick their way around the obstacles. Besides Gothi, the duo knew the road the best out of everyone on Berk; they often took walks there after rough days in the forge or when they wanted some quiet time.

Half an hour of walking brought them to the edge of the forest. The trees here stood tall and foreboding, their mossy limbs allowing only a few lucky rays of sunlight to reach the forest floor. Thora inhaled deeply, her eyes closing and a wide grin coming to her face as she took in the rich, deep scent. Gobber raised his brow and looked down at her, his lips curling into a smile. He knew how much she loved the woods; after all, it was in her blood.

"Smells better than a sweaty ol' smithy, doesn't it?" he lightly teased.

Thora's cheeks darkened. "Aye," she mumbled, embarrassed. "Do ya mind if I climb?"

Shaking his head, he dismissively waved his hook at her. "Just stay within ear shot –_my _ear shot, mind you."

"I will." The grin still on her face, she rushed over to the nearest tree and scrambled up the trunk.

Gobber watched her; even after fourteen years, he was still amazed by how fast and well she could climb things. It was both a blessing and a curse –he remembered 'losing' her many times in her childhood thanks to scrambling into the rafters. Shaking his head, he continued to walk, focusing his gaze on the ground ahead. He could hear Thora giggle from somewhere above him and he figured she must have startled some squirrel or chipmunk.

"So, Thora," he called out some minutes later, "I suppose ya've heard about your uncle's crazy quest?"

"Aye," her voice echoed down to him. "Why is he so obsessed with findin' the dragon's nest? Every time he goes out lookin' for it, he comes back with half o' the ships he left with!"

He unconsciously nodded in agreement. "Yeh know your uncle; he's stubborn an' boar-headed. Won't rest until the nest has been destroyed…" He shook his head and let out a sigh. "But, he's left me with me own job t' do while he's gone."

"Oh? What's that?"

Pausing as a clump of moss drifted down before him, Gobber peered skyward, but saw no trace of his daughter. Shrugging it off, he continued to walk. "I'll be trainin' the teenagers how t' fight dragons." He suddenly jumped back as Thora appeared, hanging upside down on a branch.

"Really?" she questioned, a brow cocked. She had small twigs and bits of moss clinging to her ashy hair, but didn't seem to notice.

He reached out and poked the tip of her nose with his hook, watching in amusement as she wriggled it in annoyance. "Aye," he told her as she swung herself onto the top of the branch once more. "It'll keep me away from the forge most o' the day." He started walking again as Thora climbed upwards.

She held out her arms as she walked along a fir branch. "You'll even be trainin' Hiccup an' me?" she questioned, hopping lightly over a bird's nest. "You'll have your hands full with all o' us then! Uncle Stoick should have left Spitelout t' help ya!"

"Ah…Well…About tha'…"

She jumped across the way, landing on a pine bough before peering over the edge to stare down at her father. She knew that tone all too well; the news had been too good to be true. "We won't be fightin'."

"Well, Hiccup will!" Gobber countered, causing her curiosity to come back. "But your uncle thought it'd be better t' have ya learn a skill far more important than fightin' dragons!"

"But fightin' dragons is all everyone ever does," she retorted. Walking towards the trunk of the pine, she stood on her tiptoes and grabbed a higher branch. "What's more important than that?" With a grunt, she started to pull herself up.

"Bein' Gothi's apprentice."

Thora almost let go of the branch in shock. "Wh-what?" she called, eyes wide. She let go of the branch, starting to make her way down towards the ground. "I'm not sure I heard ya right."

"Ya heard me well enough," he replied, crossing his arms. "Stoick thinks you'll make a good apprentice t' Gothi –an' she an' I agree." When she came into view, his eyes tracked her movements until she was safely on the ground. "I talked t' her before I went t' the shop. She said she'll be happy t' take ya on."

Rather than ecstatic as he thought she would be, Thora looked apprehensive. "But…but da', I can't be a healer." Her tail hung low to the ground, moving in slow circles.

"An' why not?" He nudged her shoulder with his hook. "I think you'd make a wonderful healer!"

Her cheeks darkened and she glanced away. "Because healers are supposed t' be human," she muttered.

Gobber frowned. "Now who in Midgard told ya that?" he scowled. "Tell me an' I'll give them a new a-"

"It's just what I've been told," she interrupted, unknowingly beginning to toy with the hem of her apron dress. "Everyone's always told me tha' healers an' seers an' anyone who uses magic has t' be human, elsewise things go wrong an' bad things happen."

Still wearing a frown, Gobber shook his head. "Well, ya can just plain ol' ignore those naysayers," he firmly told her, "because if Gothi says you're cutout for the task, then _you're cutout for the task._" Leaning over, he set his hand and hook on her shoulders before kissing the top her head. "An' even if you do summon some evil sort o' creature or somethin', it'll be a nice change o' pace t' fightin' dragons."

"Da'," she mumbled, slightly smiling. "That's not funny."

"Then why are ya smilin'?" he grinned.

She lightly pushed him away, trying not to smile wider. "I'm not!"

"Oh? What's that your lips are doin', then? A reverse scowl?" He poked her nose again as she giggled. "An upside-down frown?"

"Da'!" She hid a fit of giggles behind her hands and swatted at Gobber with her tail. He ducked, though, and caught her in a bear-hug.

"You'll do fine," he told her, giving her an extra squeeze. "I know ya will. Know how?"

"How?" She grimaced when she smelled the scent of stale body odor mixed with ale, soot, and metal. "Ugh…" she muttered under her breath. 'I hope it rains soon, otherwise he'll be able to slay dragons with his stench…' she thought.

Gobber didn't notice and instead ruffled her hair before setting her on her own two feet. "Because I'm your da' an' I'm _always _right."

Her brow rose; she knew better than to argue that point, even if there had been plenty of times throughout her life that he had, in fact, been wrong. "Alright," she conceded. "So when do I start?"

"Tomorrow," he chirped, "bright an' early. Also, Hiccup will be stayin' with us until Stoick gets back."

She nodded in understanding. "I'll find the spare hammock. What should I make for dinner?"

He shook his head. "You get a break tonight. I'll be makin' yak noodle soup!"

Her eyes widened and her tail rose up higher, waving excitedly. "Yak noodle soup?" she repeated. "Ya don't make that often! What's the occasion?"

A sly grin came to his features. "Well, for one, it's one o' the few _yummy _things I can cook," he told her. "And secondly, whatever's left over will be goin' with ya t' Gothi's tomorrow. She loves the stuff!"

Thora gave him a curious look. "…You're bribing her, aren't ya?"

"No!" He frowned at such a wild accusation. "Like I said: I've already talked t' her about all this. I'm just sendin' some o' the soup with ya as a way t' thank her for takin' ya on."

She gave him a curious look, as if she didn't entirely believe him, though she said nothing.

* * *

><p>Night had fallen by the time Hiccup arrived. He knocked twice before pushing open the heavy wooden door only to find Gobber sitting before the hearth, stirring a large cauldron of soup with his ladle-hand. Across from him, Thora was dangling, upside down, from a rafter as she strung up the second half of a hammock. When she saw him come in, she grinned and waved.<p>

"Evenin', Hiccup," she spoke, startling Gobber, who nearly fell off his stool.

"Hiccup! I didn't see ya come in; gave me a right fright you did!" admitted the blacksmith.

"Sorry, but in my defense, I did knock," Hiccup chuckled. Rubbing his arm somewhat nervously, he stepped closer to the fire –both to warm up and to subtly peer inside the cooking pot. "So, ah…how 'bout that quest to find the dragon's nest?" He was more than a little surprised to find the contents of the vessel edible looking.

"Insane," Gobber and Thora chorused.

"But, what do ya expect? Stoick's too stubborn t' back down from the challenge," finished Gobber. Shaking his head, he dipped the ladle into the soup and sipped it. Apparently, something wasn't quite right, because he reached into a clay jar and sprinkled some of its contents into the soup. "Come on over, Hiccup, an' make yourself at home. You're standin' over there all awkward-like. Ya know you're welcomed here." He motioned at an empty stool across the fire with his hook.

Doing what he was told, Hiccup sat down, resting his hands on his knees. "What time does the training start?" he questioned after some minutes of silence passed by.

"First thing in the mornin'," Gobber replied. He glanced over at Thora as she landed with a 'thud' on the floor. "You alright, love?"

Standing upright, Thora nodded and pushed some hair from her face. "Fine. Just odd jumpin' down with a hammock in the way." She went and sat on the floor next to Hiccup, leaning back on her hands.

"Will you be training with us?" Hiccup asked her.

She shook her head. "Nah. Apparently, your da' thought I'd be better off learnin' t' heal. So, if ya get hurt, I'll be able t' fix ya up!" She chuckled, though it faded quickly when she saw the frown he wore. "What's wrong?"

It was Hiccup's turn to shake his head. "Nothing, nothing…it's just that my dad isn't normally the type to suggest healing as an occupation. You know him, it's always, 'We could use a few more good Vikings t' help the village out when those dragons attack!'" As he imitated his father, he had stuck his chest out and wore a comically accurate grumpy expression.

Gobber was mildly amused by the impersonation. "As true as that is, it _was _Stoick's idea t' have her be Gothi's apprentice. She'll be learnin' more than just healin'! Thora here could quite possibly be Berk's wise woman by the time you're chief!"

Hiccup glanced over at Thora, who wore a nervous smile. He wondered why she looked nervous, and made a note to question it later, after Gobber had gone to bed. "A wise woman, eh? Will you stay mute and communicate only in cryptic drawings?" he joked.

"Oh, no," she giggled; he thought it sounded a bit forced. "I'll be mute, but I'll communicate through tappin' a spoon on a pot."

"Ooh, now that's original," he laughed. "That'll be even harder for us to translate!"

Gobber gave the two of them an intense, fatherly look as he leaned his elbow on his knee. "Ya know, Gothi doesn't speak because she was born without a voice," he told them, his tone gentle. "An' not everyone could read back when she was a lassie, so she used the pictures t' say what she thought." He stood up and crossed the room, ducking into the pantry to grab some bowls.

Both teens cringed in embarrassment. "Did not know that," Hiccup murmured, his gaze fixing on the floor.

"But now that we all can read, she still finds it easier t' use pictures rather than letters," Gobber continued. "For those who don't know how t' read the pictures, though, she uses letters. Takes her longer t' write out words that way, but still gets her point across." Using his prosthetic ladle, he filled up one of the bowls with soup and handed it over to Hiccup. "Thora, could ya get the spoons?"

She wordlessly got to her feet and disappeared behind the battered cloth separating the pantry from the main room. When she came back, she bore not only spoons, but a set of tankards, as well as a pitcher of water held by her tail. She plunked a spoon into Hiccup's bowl before setting a mug down on the ground next to him and filling it with water. He thanked her for both items before beginning to eat, watching as she circled the fire and filled a tankard for her father, exchanging it for her own bowl of soup.

Not much was said during the meal, as everyone was busy shoveling soup down their throats. Hiccup was astounded at how good the food was; Gobber was _not _known for his cooking. When he reached the bottom of his bowl –which was by no means small- Gobber wasted no time in refilling it. When he gave the blacksmith a questioning look, Gobber shrugged.

"You were the one who wanted t' be big an' beefy," he casually told him, earning a look of confusion from Thora. She didn't press the matter, however, and instead continued to eat.

By the time everyone was finished, the fire was burning low in the hearth. Gobber stood up, passing his empty bowl to Thora before detaching his ladle, which he also handed to her. "Don't stay up too late," he told the both of them. Yawning, he stretched his back and scratched the top of his head. "Tomorrow's a big day for ya both. Don't want ya t' be exhausted through it. Goodnight, Thora, Hiccup." He leaned over and kissed the top of Thora's head; he gave Hiccup a small wave.

"Night, da'," replied Thora.

"Night, Gobber," said Hiccup. He followed Thora into the pantry, where a single candle was burning on the counter. He waited until the thudding of Gobber's peg leg fell silent on the ceiling above them before quietly speaking. "You looked nervous earlier when we were talking about your apprenticeship."

"Ya noticed, huh?" she sighed. Lifting a large bucket, she poured water into a wooden basin.

"A bit, yeah." He picked up one of the bowls and dunked it into the basin, beginning to scrub it clean with soap. "What's got you worried?"

"What _hasn't _got me worried? Hiccup, I'm goin' t' be learnin' how t' heal an' how t' use magic. I'm goin' t' become a witch!" She took the now-clean bowl from him and dried it off with a towel. "It's dauntin'! No, more than that –it's _frightening_." Shaking her head, she felt her tail droop and hit the floor. "There are so many things that can go wrong! Seiðr can be _way _more dangerous than a dragon."

Hiccup frowned; he hadn't ever known Thora to get so worked up over something like she was now. He reached over, having wiped it dry on his tunic, and set his hand on her shoulder. "Hey. You'll do fine," he reassured her. "Gothi wouldn't have taken you on if she didn't see _something _in you, right?"

"That's the thing, though –women are supposed t' know at least a lil' magic by now," she explained, "but I know nothin'! Even Ruffnut an' Astrid know the basics an' they're not even interested in magic." She handed him another bowl to clean.

He hated to admit it, but she had a point. Almost all of Berk's women knew how to do some sort of magic, whether it was imbibing a soup with healing properties or predicting the weather. "Well…it's not really your fault, you know," he told her. "Gobber's your only parent and men aren't allowed to practice magic. I'm sure Gothi will understand."

She sighed. "I hope…but, I also hope that I'm _only _learnin' t' heal. I don't think I'd be able t' be a full-blown Völva."

"Why not?"

Shrugging, she took the second bowl from him when it was clean and began drying it off as well. "Well, for one an' unlikely as it is, I someday want a family. Völva can't marry." She set the bowl aside just in time to grab the third one. "Not t' mention, I doubt a half-troll like me could ever reach such a status."

"Well, then, you don't have to be one. I, for one, think it'd be good to have my _nice _cousin as my wise woman. Gods know I wouldn't want Snotlout giving me advice…"

Thora snorted. "Ya never know; he may be a brilliant tactician under that too-tight helmet o' his!" she joked.

At that, Hiccup let out a small, sarcastic laugh. "Yeah, right. And I'm hiding a vicious dragon killer under my clumsiness." He then exhaled just a bit too heavily, unintentionally letting Thora know something was up.

Her brows furrowed together. "Alright, now what's wrong with you?" she demanded. "Every time dragons have been brought up tonight, you've gotten quiet an' pessimisstic."

His cheeks darkened in embarrassment. "Ah…er…well, it's just something your dad said to me earlier," he half-lied.

She cringed. "Uh-oh. What was it?"

"Oh…y'know…just how I should stop trying to be something I'm not." He slouched forward. "Also known as, 'Stop trying so hard to be a Viking when you're just a shrimp.'"

Frowning, Thora dried her hands off. "You're not a shrimp!" she countered. "Look at some o' the other kids our age –the twins an' Astrid are just as lanky as you!" She gave him a light nudge with her tail, suddenly grinning. "Not t' mention, you're one o' the smartest people in Berk! Do ya know how useful that is?" Grabbing his arm with her tail, she led him back into the main room, candle in hand. She plopped him on a stool and went to build up the fire.

"But it's more than that, Thora. It made me realize something." He tiredly rubbed his face, mentally debating with himself whether he should just tell her the truth. After a few tense minutes of silence, he decided that a partial truth would be good enough. "I don't think I'm cut out to fight dragons."

She looked up from where she was crouching. "All because o' what my da' said?"

"Yes. Well, kind of. No." He shook his head, trying to clear it of the thoughts racing inside of it. "It's complicated."

"I would think. Just this mornin' you were tryin' t' prove yourself an' now ya want t' avoid the trainin' you've been wantin' since we were five." She grabbed her hair and held it back as she blew on the coals.

Hiccup watched the coals glow red, their heat igniting the dry moss and bark on the logs Thora had added. "Do you think I should go through it, even if I don't really want to? I mean, it'd at least make my dad happy and you know how hard a feat _that _is."

"Truth be told," she started, grabbing a piece of firewood, "I do think ya should go through with it, but not t' make your da' happy." She carefully laid the piece of wood over the small flames that had sprung up. "It's a good skill t' have, knowin' how t' fight dragons. You never know when you'll be left all on your own again."

"Says the girl who nearly got eaten by a Nadder this morning," he muttered under his breath, forgetting about her hearing.

She leaned back on her haunches, staring at him. "I knew one o' its weaknesses an' exploited it. _That's _how I stayed alive. You, on the other hand, need t' learn those things. Even if ya still think you don't want t' be a warrior after the trainin', it's somethin' ya need t' know."

His brow rose. "You already know their weaknesses?"

"O' course. Da' used t' read me the Book o' Dragons all the time when I was younger. Apparently, it helped me fall asleep if I had colic." She shrugged and stood up, stretching through a yawn. "No doubt, he'll have ya read it, too."

Thanks to Thora's yawn, Hiccup ended up yawning as well. "Well, it's sure to be an interesting read," he sighed. "And…I guess, you're right. I _do _need to know how to defend myself if ever I'm attacked." Standing up, he went over to the hammock Thora had put together for him. "That is, if I survive training."

Tugging her apron dress over her head, Thora hung it on a peg in the wall and straightened out her tunic. "Oh, don't worry about that –da' won't let ya die! He likes ya too much," she teased, trying to liven the mood. Climbing into her own hammock, she yawned again. She tugged the blanket up to her chin before curling into a ball, the hammock rocking gently from her movements. "Oh, Hiccup?"

He lifted his head, peering across the room at her. "Yeah?"

"…Thanks. For earlier. I needed t' hear that."

A small smile appeared on his face. "Yeah. Thank you, as well. I also needed to hear that." He watched as she set her head back down.

"Hiccup?"

"Mhm?"

"You're my favorite demi-cousin."

He quietly laughed. "I'm you're _only _demi-cousin."

"Doesn't stop ya from bein' my favorite. Goodnight, Hiccup."

Rolling his eyes, but still wearing a smile, he closed his eyes. "Goodnight, Thora."


	2. Chapter 2

Gothi's house sat at the top of Freya's Stack, the highest point in the village. Even for the fittest of Vikings, it was a tiring trek. Many speculated whether Gothi used witchcraft to make the climb, but as she walked along the spiraling boardwalk, Thora began _wishing _she had magic to fly up there. It was made somewhat more unbearable thanks to the pot of leftover soup she carried with her tail.

'The lessons could have been at noon,' she thought, covering her eyes as she came round to the eastern side of the stack. 'At least then I could have gotten a bit more sleep…'

She paused in her steps; the house was just one more turn above her and the village sprawled beneath her. Peering through the light of the rising sun, she looked down at the houses and empty streets. She wondered how the warriors were faring so far and worried about how the soon-to-be warriors would fare with her father's lessons.

Shaking her head, she continued her upwards journey. When she at last reached the platform, she found Gothi waiting for her, a small smile on her aged face as she leaned against her staff. Nervously, Thora tucked a lock of hair behind her ear and did her best to return the smile, though she was sure it came out looking more like an expression of terror.

The elderly woman scratched some words into the dirt. 'Good morning. I'd ask if you slept well, but I can already tell you didn't.'

Thora cringed a bit. "Er…well...y'know. Nerves."

Erasing the words with her foot, Gothi proceeded to write more in their place. 'I can't say that I blame you. I was nervous when I began my apprenticeship as well. But! Come. There is much I need to teach you. Today, we start with the basics which are, arguably, the most important things to know.'

Unconsciously, Thora took a small step backwards. "Er, Gothi? Before we start, can I ask ya somethin'?"

The old woman nodded.

"Da' wasn't quite clear when he told me I was goin' t' be your apprentice. Am I just learnin' how t' be a healer, or am I learnin' more than that, like enough t' be a witch? Or are ya goin' t' train me so I can become a Völva as well?"

Gothi gave her a curious look, her smile still on her lips. Once more she shuffled her foot across the dirt.

'You tell me.'

She turned her back to the half-troll, beckoning her to follow as she stepped into her house. Thora swallowed hard, but walked after her, her tail nervously swishing behind her. Walking into the hut, she was met by the familiar smell of cloves and anise; oddly, she found the smell helped to soothe her nerves a bit.

"Got t' admit, it's odd t' be up here an' not be wounded in some way," she admitted with a small chuckle. The last time she had visited Gothi was when she had gotten into a fight with Snotlout and he had knocked one of her tusks out. "Kind o' nice, not bein' in pain this time." She reached out and carefully felt an upside-down bundle of lavender.

As she looked around at the shelves of jars and dried plants, she failed to notice the wooden tub filled with steaming water.

"Oh, by the way, da' sent me with some yak noodle soup," she told Gothi, bringing her tail around to her front. "He said it's one o' your favorites."

Gothi seemed to perk as she excitedly took the pot from her hands and carried it to the hearth. She was careful about avoiding the flames as she hung the soup from a hook that hung from the ceiling. Then, turning back towards Thora, she motioned at the tub –an action that brought a look of confusion to the teen's face.

"Um…Were ya about t' take a bath?" she questioned. "I can come back later if—ouch!" She rubbed her head where Gothi had thwacked her with her staff.

Lightly shaking her head, Gothi wrote in a pile of cooled ash. 'The bath isn't for me. The most important thing you need to know about being a healer is that we must be clean. That means bathing at least every other day. None of this monthly bath business like your father.'

"So…that bath is for me." She cautiously eyed the tub; it looked like it could fit Gothi just fine, but Thora? "Are ya sure I'll fit in that thing? I'm just ah…a wee bit taller 'n you."

Raising her brow, Gothi used her staff to point at her, then at the tub.

Not wanting to be thwacked again, Thora hurried over to the tub and started undressing. Gothi, meanwhile, pulled an assortment of jars down from the shelves and lined them up on the table. She then grabbed an ancient, leather-bound book from within a chest and set it atop the table. She hobbled over to a large, cedar chest and pulled from it a pile of garments that smelled of rosemary and lavender. These, too, she set on the table, hoping that they would fit the teen.

When she heard a small splash, she turned around to find Thora sitting in the tub, her nose scrunched up as she tried to fit both her legs in with the rest of her body. A hoarse laugh left Gothi's throat; she had to admit, it was a comical sight.

Thora glanced up when she managed to, with a bit of shifting and tucking her tail underwater, fit her legs into the water with the rest of herself. "…Tada! I fit!" she half-laughed. She winced as her foot accidentally stepped on her tail.

Handing her a soft cloth and a vial of purple-tinted liquid, Gothi motioned for her to start washing herself. While Thora began scrubbing, the Völva grabbed a pitcher of lukewarm water and doused her hair with it.

Thora immediately hunched her shoulders back, her eyes wide. "Ack! Gothi, that's cold!"

Gothi, however, made no effort to reply. Instead, she grabbed a small, clay pot and dumped its contents onto the teen's hair. Almost immediately, the clove and anise smells were overtaken by the pungent scents of lavender and mint. Working the soap mixture into Thora's thick hair took a bit of work, but soon enough, Gothi had it all lathered up. With the soap still in Thora's hair, the elderly woman grabbed a metal comb and started to comb out the locks.

"That's a really strong soap ya got there," Thora commented, her scalp feeling cool and tingly thanks to the mint. She sneezed, wincing in pain as the comb was jerked through a knot. "Can't say I'm much o' a fan o' the lavender, but the mint is nice."

Unable to write anything, Gothi merely nodded in understanding. She continued to untangle Thora's hair, occasionally dipping the comb into the water to clear it of any suds or broken strands of hair. She was also a bit surprised to find no trace of fleas or lice; both were problems she often treated amongst the villagers. Just as she was about to reach for her staff to write a question out, Thora spoke.

"Normally, I just use parsley an' spurge oil t' clean my hair," she said, unknowingly answering Gothi's question, "but I like the smell o' this stuff. Does it keep the critters at bay as good as parsley an' spurge?" With a curious expression on her face, she looked over her shoulder at Gothi, who somewhat waved her hand in a 'kind of' way. "Hm. Well…maybe I should start addin' mint t' it." She shrugged and started to wash her face. "Make it smell better at least."

A smile came to Gothi's face, though she still wrote nothing.

By the time Thora had finished scrubbing herself, Gothi had finished her washing and braiding her hair. The deftness of Gothi's gnarled fingers as they twisted the locks took Thora by surprise; it normally took her a good five minutes to just do one braid and yet, Gothi had done three in that time. She was handed a towel as she stood up and she wrapped it around herself before proceeding to squeeze the excess water out of her tail and hair.

'You look and smell much better now,' Gothi had written in the ashes. 'And I'm surprised you know to use spurge and parsley for critters.'

"Uncle Stoick taught me when I was younger," she explained. "He said I have too much hair t' be fightin' critters."

'Well, you do have quite a bit of it. But I digress. Do you know why we, as healers, must be cleaner than everyone else?'

Biting her tongue, Thora thought for a moment. "Because…dirt isn't good for wounds?" she guessed. She wrapped her tail around her chest in order to keep the towel secure.

Gothi nodded. 'You're half right. Being dirty increases the risk of infection and that defeats the purpose of being a healer. And being a healer is just as important to a village as its chief. Sometimes, we can be even more important.

'Being a witch, however, does make you more important. It means that you can not only heal, but you can do magic: Simple things like predicting the weather, foretelling a baby's sex, and casting luck charms.

'But even more significant and sacred than a village witch is a Völva. They are more than just healers and witches –in exchange for sacrificing a life as a wife and mother, we who call ourselves Völva are granted divine powers. We are able to peer into the future, summon a god's favor, and even, if the Völva were powerful enough, change the very threads of fate. Not every village is blessed to have one, because we who choose this life are few and far between. Freya does not dole out her gifts frivolously.'

Glancing up at Thora, she found that the teen had paled slightly and wore a solemn expression. She was pleased to see no trace of excitement or eagerness written in her features.

'As I instruct you in the ways of healing and witchery,' she continued, 'you will learn how to save a person from death and how to change the tide of battle. But it is up to you to eventually decide if you wish to become a Völva as well. Do you understand?'

Thora slowly nodded. "I do."

'Good. Now, onto your second lesson for the day.' Taking Thora by the elbow, she led her over to the table where she had lain out the jars and book. 'No matter how clean a person is, an infection can still find its way into an injury. As such, we use various herbs and liquids to help stop that from happening.' Opening the first jar, she held it up so Thora could smell its contents only to watch as she leaned away from it, her eyes clenched shut. 'One of the strongest and most painful methods is to use garlic. Oil of garlic and juice of garlic can be applied direction to skin wounds or it can be taken internally. It should never be used on or near the eyes, though.'

Thora set the jar down, replacing its lid. "Also good for marinatin' yak," she added with a tiny chuckle. Grabbing the next container, she opened it to find a viscous golden liquid. "Ooh! I know what this is! Honey!"

'Do you know why it's good?'

"It's a natural wound cleaner," she answered. "Da' used t' use it all the time whenever I came home covered in scrapes. It's properties can be different dependin' on what flowers the bees visited, makin' it sometimes poisonous t' use."

Gothi nodded, a pleased look on her face. 'I'm pleasantly surprised by your knowledge. Not many people know that honey can be poisoned. To further your knowledge, however, honey is also good as a cleaner when mixed with salt or beet sugar. Taken internally, it is good for soothing sore throats or, when paired with mint, calming upset stomachs. Painfully hard to get, though.' She then motioned to the third jar.

Taking it, Thora opened it up only to be hit by the scent of mint. "This one's mint, for sure."

'As already stated, it is good for stomach ailments, but it also good for many other things. Its oil can be rubbed on the chest when someone has trouble breathing; when mixed with vinegar, it can cleanse the breath. Mint tea is good for bringing down fevers and compresses made with it can help with dragon bites. Also good for preventing fleas and lice.'

'And it's good with lamb,' thought Thora, putting the jar back on the table. Grabbing the fourth and final crock, she opened its lid and peered inside. It was filled with a clear liquid that smelled sour, making her stick her tongue in disgust as she quickly closed it once more. "Vinegar."

'Vinegar is good for many things,' Gothi wrote. 'It can be used as a cleaner for wounds and household objects; as an ingredient in medicine, potions, and cooking; and as a wash for wounds or skins. Herbs and fruits can be soaked in it to make different mixtures for different purposes. Take mint, for example. Mint vinegar is good for cleansing the mouth of bad smells.'

"Huh." Thora curiously peaked into the jar again, being careful to breathe through her mouth rather than her nose. "Would have never guessed it was good for any o' that, besides cookin'."

'And that, dear child, is why you are here: To learn.' Taking the book in her hands, she smiled as she fondly ran her hand over the oilcloth binding its pages. It had taken nearly her entire life to gather all the information held within and a pang of sorrow struck her heart. Parting with it would be bittersweet, but she knew it would be passed into capable hands.

She held it out to Thora, who took it gingerly.

'This is an herbology,' she explained in the ashes. 'I've spent my life scouring this archipelago and studying its plants and their uses. Everything about every plant here you can find in those pages. I want you study it carefully –you don't need to memorize all of it, but with time, you will come to know your most commonly used plants by heart.'

Her eyes widened as she read Gothi's words. "Y-you wrote this?" The elder nodded. "Are ya sure ya want t' be handin' it off t' me, then? I mean, I'm only an apprentice; I don't deserve this!"

A hoarse laugh came from the Völva, making her writing somewhat wobbly. 'It is because you are my apprentice that you are receiving this book! I no longer have a use for it; I know its contents well.' At last, she pointed at the neatly folded clothes. 'Now, here are some clean clothes for you. I'm sure they'll fit you, as they belonged to my sister years ago. When you're finished getting dressed, come out back. I have some things to show you.'

Thora set the book down as Gothi hobbled to the back of the house, disappearing out a second door. Tucking a lock of hair behind her ear, she unfolded the clothes, inspecting them with a good amount of curiosity.

'I never knew Gothi had a sister,' she thought, looking over the tunic. It was light, ashy grey color much like her hair. The trousers, on the other hand, were deep, dusty red. 'That'll be handy come certain parts of the month…' Pulling the tunic and trousers on, she found that they fit rather well, though the pants were a bit tight around her hips. 'Nothing a bit of seam adjusting can't fix…' At last, she unfolded the creamy white apron dress and pulled it on overtop everything. 'If I wear this home, this isn't going to be white for long. Just being within a few feet of da' will make it dirty…'

After tugging on her boots, she headed out through the back door. Gothi was knelt down beside a tiny garden –Thora was more than a little surprised to find such a thing up there- pulling weeds out of the soil. She glanced up as the teen approached her, a smile coming to her features.

'They fit you nicely,' she wrote in the dirt.

"The trousers are a bit tight, but aye, they fit well enough. Thank you."

'Feel free to alter them. They're yours now. Clothing, as well as your body, is something you must keep clean, so I suggest washing your other clothes when you return home.'

Thora nodded in understanding as she crouched down beside Gothi. "So what plants are these?"

In front of each plant, Gothi wrote out their names. 'Mugwort. Angelica. Yarrow. Chamomile.'

"An' I'm guessin' these are some o' your most-used plants?"

Gothi nodded and continued to write. 'Just a few of them. I grow them here in my garden because I can't forage for them in the forest as often anymore. These old bones can't handle climbing over boulders and fallen logs for very long these days. You, on the other hand, are still young and limber enough to do just that. As such, I want you to bring me three of each of these specimens by tomorrow morning as well as some cedar bark.'

"Three o' _each_?!" Thora asked, incredulous.

Gothi circled 'by tomorrow morning' with a nod.

Leaning back on her haunches, Thora bit her tongue and nervously glanced away. "I'll need a bit o' time, then…I mean, Berk's a pretty large island."

Raising her brow, Gothi swiped the dirt clear before writing anew. 'The herbology contains all you will need to know on where they can be found,' she reminded her. 'The only thing you will have to worry about is not damaging the plants before you get them here.'

Thora sighed and nodded in understand. "Alright…I think I can handle that," she replied, her tone a bit on the defeated side.

Gothi scratched some more words into the dirt. 'Now, our lesson for today is over. I daresay you'll be busy the rest of the day.'

She led Thora back into the house, where the teen gathered up her dirty clothes as well as the herbology. Lightly patting her on the back, Gothi watched her take her leave before turning towards the now-steaming pot of yak noodle soup.

* * *

><p>Thora plopped down on a fallen log and set down the bag she carried. She let out a heavy sigh and leaned back slightly, her eyes shut as she let the noises of the forest encompass her. After spending the morning at Gothi's, she was more than happy to be outside once more, especially since she no longer had to worry about making a fool of herself.<p>

"Oh gods, I don't know if I'm cut out for this," she mumbled to herself, opening her eyes and staring upwards. Rays of sunlight were scattered by the boughs of enormous evergreen trees, making it seem as if the forest floor shifted about like the ocean. "Healing's one thing, but doin' the magic an' whatnot?" Shaking her head, she reached down and pulled the herbology from her bag. "Alright…Angelica. That should be towards the front, aye?"

Flipping open the book, she was taken aback by how highly detailed Gothi's drawings of each plant were. Small, fine handwriting was sprawled across the pages, giving her everything she would need to know about petals, roots, leaves, and more. She was almost afraid to turn the pages, not wanting to smudge the long-dried ink on accident.

Angelica, like she thought, was towards the front of the book. From the picture, she saw that it was a tall plant, with many tiny yellow and white flowers dotting the top of the stem. Its leaves were large and grew in sets of three.

"_Angelica. This flower is commonly found throughout the island o' Berk and Healer's Island,_" she read aloud. "_All parts o' this tall flower are useable, though the root is highly poisonous until dried. _Well, that's lovely. I'll make sure not to touch it then…" She scanned the page, looking for its preferred habitat. "Aha, here we go…_Angelica is a flower that isn't a fan o' sun. Normally, it can be found on the edges o' meadows, tucked away in the foot o' the forest. If you're unsure if you've found angelica, smell the plant. If it smells strong an' tangy, then you've got the right one. _Easy enough. Edge o' meadows an' likes the shade. Got it."

Next, she turned the pages, looking for chamomile. She soon found it, seeing a drawing of what looked like a daisy. The only differences she could see were that daisies had longer and more plentiful petals whereas chamomile had a single layer of short, stubby petals; the leaves, too, were different in that the leaves of a daisy were long and broad while chamomile leaves were more like feathery clusters.

"Alright, Gothi, let's see what ya have t' say about this one…_Chamomile. Not t' be confused with yellow chamomile, which is only useful in the dying of fabrics. A versatile plant, its flowers an' leaves are best for medicine. Oil made from chamomile…_blah, blah, blah…ah, here we go. _Chamomile loves the sun! It can be found in most meadows in the archipelago, though be careful not t' mistake it for a daisy. If it's growing near water, it's most likely a daisy, as chamomile likes drier, well-drained soil." _She shifted her position so that she was laying on the log, holding the book above her.

"Mugwort…mugwort…where is the mugwort…" she mumbled, turning through the pages. Instead of finding mugwort, however, she first came across yarrow. "Sure, the first two were in order –uh-oh."

From the drawing, she could see that yarrow was extremely similar in appearance to angelica. The leaves seemed to be the one difference between the two plants; yarrow's leaves looked like minute ferns growing along the stem.

She brushed a bug from her face with her tail. "_Yarrow is a handy plant t' have around…good for fevers an' stoppin' bleeding…_Ooh, a magic use. _Yarrow is widely used in love charms an' protection charms. _I'll have t' keep that in mind. _This plant can be found in most open areas and along roads. Does __not __like t' grow on the western edges o' Berk_." At that, she groaned and lightly smacked her forehead.

"O' course one of them had t' be all the way across the island," she grumbled. Rolling her eyes, she began anew her search for mugwort.

At last, she found it near the back of the book. The drawing made the plant look more like a small bush with thick, purple stems; tiny, white flowers; and needle-like leaves. Reading through Gothi's description, she learned that it liked rocky soil near sources of water. Two places that Gothi mentioned in particular were the Unlandable Cove and Madman's Gully.

Thora stood up and, after brushing bits of bark and moss from her clothes, tucked the herbology back into her bag. She was just about to shoulder the bag when a roar broke through the usual forest noises. Above her, the birds flew off, frightened, and the insects became silenced. Again, she heard the roar and shuddered.

'There's a dragon somewhere in the area,' she thought, peering around at the forest. 'Sounds like it's west of me, so I should be safe, since I'm going east…' A third roar sounded; this time, however, it sounded less aggressive and more helpless. 'Probably a young dragon looking for its mum. Won't be getting mugwort from the cove then!'

Shouldering her bag, she quickly left the log behind her. She was careful to pay attention and listen to her surroundings; she did _not _want to be caught off guard by a dragon. Luck was on her side –at least, for now it seemed that way- and she eventually made it safely to the eastern side of the island.

She shielded her eyes from the warm, late autumn sun as she stepped out from under the forest's cover. Before her was a wide, open field filled with all sorts of different flowers. Pulling out the herbology, she opened it and began her search. More than once, she was convinced she had found chamomile only to realize that it was actually a daisy.

By the time she had found the needed amounts of angelica, chamomile, and yarrow, the sun was hanging low in the sky and heavy, dark clouds were rolling in. She shivered against a cold breeze and knew there would be thunder that night.

'Just cedar bark and mugwort left,' she thought, heading back into the forest. 'How much would three cedar barks be, though? Three strips? Three chunks? Augh, I should have asked for clarification…'

Reaching Madman's Gully was a bit of an adventure. She had completely forgotten that, in order to reach it, she would have to scale Huge Hill –which was made up of a mixture of oyster shells, sharp rocks, and enormous boulders- before sliding down the other side. After that, it was a fifteen minute walk to the gully, whose sides were close to sheer.

Peering down into the gap, Thora was unable to see the bottom thanks to its depth. "Nothin' I can't climb," she mumbled, sliding over the edge of the cliff.

Climbing down the cliff was a bit harder than climbing trees, but she was able to find handholds and footholds after a brief moment of searching. As she descended, the clouds above got darker and darker, gradually blocking out most of the sunlight. She frowned, glancing over her shoulder to try and get a better look at her destination. The angle, however, only allowed her to see the river gushing below.

'Gods, please don't let there be any dragons down here,' she thought, biting her tongue. 'The last thing I need right now is to be boiled alive by a Scauldron or blasted into pieces by a Thunderdrum…'

Finding her eyes to be all but useless at the moment, she closed them. Instead, she focused on listening to her surroundings, hoping to hear more than she could see. She paused in her climb, taking slow, deep breaths in order to make herself as quiet as possible.

The river was below, a few paces from the cliff.

The wind was above, winding its way through the tall grass.

The thunder was in the north, rolling its way towards Berk.

The Terrible Terrors were in the south, wrestling on the riverbank.

'Wait, what?' she thought, brow rising. 'Terrible Terrors? Well…I'll take them over a Scauldron or a Thunderdrum any day.'

Continuing her descent, she soon found herself at the gully's bottom. It was narrow down here, with the river taking up most of the room. When her eyes had adjusted to the light level, Thora could see that there was maybe three paces worth of ground before it turned into water. Sparse tufts of grass grew close to the bank, as well as plenty of clusters of the purple-stemmed mugwort.

Despite her target being so close, she found herself hesitant to go near it, for the two Terrible Terrors were between her and the plant. They had yet to notice her as they fought one another; Thora thought they resembled Ruffnut and Tuffnut in the midst of one of their squabbles.

'Alright. Terrible Terrors…stoker class,' she thought, staying completely still. 'Normally live in packs and can be very stealthy when they need to. Also prone to fighting with pack-mates. Not the smartest of dragons, either. So, sneaking around them should be easy. Unless there are more members of the pack around.' Glancing up, she tried to peer around at the cliffs to see or hear if there were any more terrors in hiding. She let out a quiet, relieved breath when she found none.

Gingerly, she began creeping her way towards the nearest bunch of mugwort. The brawling dragons still took no notice of her, so she knelt down and drew a dull knife from her bag. She used it to dig around the roots before carefully prying the wad of flowers and roots out of the ground.

"One, two, three –good, enough here t' please Gothi," she mumbled, inspecting the plant for damage. Tucking the knife back into her bag, she then shifted around the other plants she had gathered only to realize the problem with the mugwort.

It was much too tall.

"Alright, how do I fix this?" She yelped as a small fireball shot past her, taking off the top two feet of the plant. Spinning around, she found both Terrors glaring and growling at her. The larger of the two, orange in color, had smoke furling out of its nostrils, while the other, blue, merely glared at her.

"N-no need t' shoot me, dragons," Thora stammered, taking a step back. "I'm only here for the plant, I swear!"

The dragons followed her every movement as she slowly put the 'trimmed' mugwort in her bag. The orange Terror clawed at the ground, baring its teeth at the teen in a show of dominance. Meanwhile, the blue one cautiously began crawling towards her, causing her to take another step back.

Glancing from the cliff and back to the dragons, Thora estimated her chance at escape. Yes, the dragons were small, but she had nothing to defend herself with and there was still a slight chance more lurked nearby. As the blue Terrible Terror stalked ever closer, she knew her options were limited.

'Gods, don't let me get killed now!' she thought, bolting towards the gully wall. As she neared it, she leapt upwards, somehow managing to find a handhold. She scuttled up the cliff, listening to the angry noises of the Terrors below. When she was just over halfway up, she peered down at the ground.

The two dragons were wrestling with one another once more.

"Thank you, Odin," she muttered, closing her eyes for a few seconds.

Rain had started to fall by the time she had reached the top. It wouldn't have been so bad if the wind hadn't picked up as well, making it feel as if she was being hit by hundreds of needle points at the same time. She sighed and pulled her bag closer to her before hurrying back the way she had come.

Thora was more than thankful to reach the cover of the forest after climbing over Huge Hill again. By then, the storm had fully hit with the howling wind blowing the rain nearly horizontal and thunder so loud, it shook the earth. Every time lightning struck, she let out a small, fearful whimper and covered her ears, trying to block out the sound but failing miserably. The trees, at least, provided some cover from the wind and rain, so she ran as fast as she could back towards the village.

'You're fifteen, Thora,' she told herself as she ran. 'You're fifteen! You know you don't need to be afraid of storms anymore.'

'But whenever a storm's here, it means Thor's angry and when he's angry, it's normally because of trolls and jötunns,' another part of herself argued.

'Or Loki. Come on, Thora –you're close to the village. Viking up and get to the Great Hall before dinner gets cold. You know how disgusting cold yak meat is.'

Keeping her ears covered, she did her best to run faster. She didn't really need to, for she reached the village a lot sooner than she expected. Not that she wasn't thankful; a painful stitch was forming in her side and it only got more painful as she climbed the stairs leading up to the Great Hall. She shoved open one of the doors, the hinges creaking loudly and drawing attention to her as she stumbled in.

"Well, well, well! Look what the yak dragged in!"

"Sh-shut up, T-Tuffnut," she panted, doubling over. She didn't care about the puddle that was quickly forming on the floor around her. "N-Not in the m-mood for it…"

He frowned, straightening his back in insult. "Geeze. I was just trying to make a joke," he told her, crossing his arms. He stuck his nose in the air and looked away. "The nerve of some people…"

Ruffnut snickered, but knew better than to say anything as Gobber walked by.

"What happened t' ya, Thora?" he questioned, frowning as he shut the hall door for her. "Ya look like a twice-drowned yak." Using his hook, he flipped some of her hair from her face.

Glancing up at her father, Thora continued to breathe heavily. "H-had t' h-hunt th-things for G-Gothi," she explained. "G-got c-caught in the st-st-storm. S-side hurts. T-talking hurts."

"Wait, Gothi?" Ruffnut dared to question. "Why were you gettin' stuff for her? She's got like, walls of dried plants and stuff."

"Is that why you missed training earlier?" Tuffnut added, his brows knitted together.

Gobber shook his head at the twins. Somehow, the two of them had managed to be the first trainees to arrive for that night's review. "She didn't miss anything," he told them.

"Except Hiccup nearly getting his head blasted off by a Gronckle," Ruffnut cackled.

Thora shot upright. "What!?" she cried, eyes wide. Promptly, a groan of pain left her mouth and she clutched her side before hobbling over to a table.

Gobber thwacked Ruffnut upside the helmet with his hook. "Hiccup's fine," he assured his daughter. "As for Thora not being in class, it's because she's in a _different _class. She's Gothi's apprentice."

The twins looked at Thora, a mixture of disgust and intrigue on their faces. "Wait, so you're like…learning magic and stuff?" Tuffnut asked.

"And which plants are good to eat and which ones aren't?" Ruffnut added.

Thora nodded, wringing out her hair. "Aye, I am," she replied. Seeing the glints in their eyes, she quickly added, "But I haven't learned any o' that yet! Today was just an introductory sort o' day." She watched as Gobber hobbled over to the fire, where a pair of wild boars were being roasted. Her stomach rumbled in hunger.

The glint didn't leave their eyes. "But…say you someday learn which plant can make someone's hair fall out…" Ruffnut slowly inquired.

"No, I won't give it t' ya," Thora sighed. "Healers _heal_ an' that's what I'm mostly goin' t' be learning." She peeked up at the twins. "Anyway, I'm pretty sure no plant can make a person's hair fall out. I know there're ways t' make it grow back…"

"Lame!" the twins chorused.

Tuffnut leaned back, crossing his arms once more. "What's the use in learning magic and plants and stuff if you're not going to use it to cause a little mischief?"

Gobber came back, holding a plate filled with meat and roasted veggies. "The point is to learn how to save someone's life," he retorted, giving Tuffnut a look. "After all, someday you may need medical attention an' Gothi won't be around. Thora will be the one who'll have t' help you!" He set the plate in front of Thora, who gladly thanked him. He ruffled her hair with the back of his hook.

"Pft. I'll just have my mom fix me up like she always does," he argued.

"No, he does have a point," Ruffnut stated, agreeing with Gobber. "Mom's not going to be around forever. Then it'll be up to Thora to save your sorry butt. Unless she's not around, either. Then I get to watch you in the throes of agony and death."

At that, Tuffnut seemed to perk. "Or _I _get to watch _you _in the throes of agony and death! That would be _awesome_!"

Shaking her head, Thora picked up a piece of meat and took a large bite out of it. "You two are so morbid," she told them after swallowing.

"Thank you," Ruffnut grinned. "I think that's the first compliment you've ever given us!"

"I don't quite think it was meant as one," Gobber muttered, pulling a stool over to Thora's table. He made sure to position himself so that he could keep an eye on the door. "So, Thora, how was your lesson today?"

She finished chewing another bite of boar. "It was alright. I got a bath."

"A bath!? But ya just had one on Sun Day's Eve! It's not called Washin' Day for nothin'!"

Thora chuckled, her brow rising. "Really? Then why don't _you _ever seem t' wash on it, hm?"

Gobber frowned. "Well, that's because I'm a respected Viking warrior! We don't have t' bathe unless we want to. After all, the smell is part o' why we're so fierce."

"The smell is part o' the reason why I have t' leave the windows open at night," she replied, giggling. "Anyway, I have t' bathe more often now. It's because healers can't be dirty, unless they want wounds t' get infected. An' like I told the twins: Healers are supposed t' heal."

"I don't know," Gobber replied, his tone betraying his skepticism. "Sounds fishy t' me. I mean, we warriors get on perfectly well without that bein' clean business."

Thora didn't reply to that; instead, she merely shrugged and continued eating. She watched as Gobber got up again, moving to refill his mug of ale. As she picked up a roasted beet, she felt as if someone was watching her. She glanced around as she popped the beet in her mouth, trying to see who was staring at her.

Turns out, it was the twins who were staring at her…from less than a foot away, which startled her.

"What?" she asked, brow raised and chewed up beet shoved to the inside of her cheek.

"Something's _off _about you," Ruffnut replied, eyes narrowed.

"Yeah. _Off_," concurred Tuffnut.

She pulled a chunk of meat from a bone. "Well, I'm soakin' wet. How's that for 'off'?"

Tuffnut shook his head. "No. It's not that."

Ruffnut thoughtfully rubbed her chin. "You look…_different _somehow."

Thora looked down at herself, almost surprised by the clothes she was wearing. "Oh, yeah…that. Gothi gave me some new clothes."

Reaching over, Tuffnut tugged at the strap of the apron dress. "White's not really your color. Kinda washes you out."

"Yeah," Ruffnut agreed, tilting her head before grabbing Thora's arm and inspecting the sleeve of her tunic. "But this tunic color is good, even if it does blend in with your hair."

Pulling her arm away from Ruffnut and shooing away Tuffnut's hands, Thora leaned away from the twins. "An' just when did the two o' ya become experts on clothin' colors?" she demanded.

"We've always been good with it," Tuffnut replied, his tone and facial expression sincere. "Ruffnut's better with colors, but I'm good with fabrics."

"Yeah, you should see the curtains he's made for-"

Both twins glanced back as Gobber called their names. While they had been distracted by Thora's new clothes, the rest of the trainees –sans Hiccup- had arrived. Rolling their eyes, they left Thora alone and went to go sit with their class.

"Weirdos," Thora chuckled under her breath.

All was quiet and peaceful for nearly a quarter of an hour. When she had finished her dinner, Thora fetched herself a mug of ale and found a table closer to the fire. She pulled out the herbology, praying it hadn't been damaged by the rain, only to realize it had been bound in oilcloth. Breathing a sigh of relief, she opened it up and flipped to the first flower, intent on studying it.

When nearly an hour had passed, the doors to the Great Hall opened once more and Hiccup came in. Thora, however, didn't notice. She was absorbed in learning about a rare spice called cardamom and how it could be used to flavor wine as well as be used to relieve stomach ailments.

_"__Boil wine with seeds of cardamom to help relieve inner gas,_" she read, _"and to relieve the burning of the chest. For mulled wine, add two spoons honey, two handfuls each dried cherries, raisins, and one spoon each ginger, cinnamon, cardamom, clove, and nutmeg. _Huh. Sounds yummy…"

"What're you reading?"

She let out a yelp and tumbled backwards off her stool. Hiccup cringed as he leaned over the table, seeing if she was alright.

"Sorry…I thought you would have heard me," he told her, offering her his hand.

Taking his hand, she got back onto her stool with his help. She rubbed her hindquarters, having landing on them surprisingly hard. "It's fine," she assured him, rubbing part of her tail that had gotten squished. "I was learning how to make mulled wine."

"Huh. So you're reading a cook book," he joked. He sat down, placing his own book on the table. Thora instantly recognized it; Gobber had read it to her quite often when she was a child.

"An' you've got the Book o' Dragons," she retorted. "Mine's not actually a cookbook, though it does have some recipes. Gothi called it an herbology –a book o' plants."

Hiccup looked impressed. "That sounds cool," he told her. "I suppose that's how you'll tell good plants from bad?"

She nodded, closing the herbology for now. "An' how t' tell what they look like." She slightly lifted her bag. "Gothi already gave me some plants t' find."

"Which ones?" he questioned, leaning over and peeking into the satchel.

"Eh, angelica, chamomile, mugwort, yarrow, an'—" Her face suddenly paled and a look of horror came to her features.

"What?"

"I forgot t' get the cedar bark."

"…Cedar bark?"

"Aye! She told me t' get cedar bark an' I totally forgot because the storm hit!" Groaning, she flopped onto the table, face-down and arms thrown across the tabletop. "It's only my first day an' I've already messed up…"

He patted the top of her head. "At least you didn't come face-to-mouth with a Gronckle," he reassured her. "If it wasn't for Gobber, I'd literally be toast."

Thora lifted her head high enough to rest her chin on the table. "I thought the twins were exaggeratin' when they told me that," she frowned. "Ya really nearly got blasted by a Gronckle?"

"I had a shield! Kind of." Rubbing the back of his neck, Hiccup looked away in shame. "It may have gotten destroyed…"

She winced. "Well…at least ya _didn't _get killed. Seems like we both had rough days, huh?" She offered him a small smile.

"Yeah," he chuckled, resting his chin in his palm. "Though, this book is pretty interesting."

Thora sat up straight. "I'd agree if it hadn't been read t' me so often when I was younger. But it's your first time readin' it, aye?" Hiccup nodded. "Aye, then it'll be fun for you t' read. It has everythin' ya need t' know about all the dragons we know o'."

"Except the Night Fury," he corrected.

"Well, aye. We know _of _it, not _about _it." She then gave him a curious look over. "You've sure been on 'bout Night Furies recently. Still down 'bout that one ya almost caught?"

"I guess," he replied with a shrug. "It just seems odd to me that we know so much about other dragons, but nothing about the Night Fury."

She, too, shrugged. "Well, it's not like we can help it. Bork apparently never got a close enough look at one." Reaching over with her tail, she gave his shoulder a light nudge. "But hey, cheer up –ya survived day one o' da's training." She gave him a toothy grin.

Hiccup let out a small laugh. "Yeah, isn't _that _reassuring?" he joked. "I only have until my dad gets back to survive now."

"Could be worse."

"Oh?"

"Ya could get hurt an' I'm the one treatin' you." She smirked as he snorted. "See? Even you admit it!"

He rolled his eyes, but still wore the smile. "Only because you're new at it."

"An' you're new at fightin' dragons. Give it some time an' you'll get better."

"The same goes for you, missy," he told her, opening the Book of Dragons. "Even if you did forget Gothi's cedar bark."

Thora groaned.


	3. Chapter 3

Er...Sorry for the major delay...Life went to hell for awhile there...

* * *

><p>The storm had passed, giving way to gentle rain for the next few days. By the end of the week, the sun had returned, bringing with it cooler air that hinted at the coming winter. Nevertheless, the rising sun was a welcome sight to Berk's teenagers as they left their houses. For most of them, it meant that they would be able to fight another dragon instead of having to sit in the Great Hall and listen to Gobber's lecturing.<p>

For Thora, it meant shielding her eyes until she reached Gothi's doorstep. Yawning, she lightly knocked on the door. She barely yelped as the door flung open and said nothing as Gothi grabbed her wrist, yanking her inside. After having been startled the first few times, she was growing used to it.

"So, what're ya goin' t' teach me today?" she questioned.

'Remember the stomachache remedy I taught your yesterday?' Gothi wrote.

"Aye. Warm honey with mint, powdered apple bark, an' the juice o' a cabbage."

Gothi nodded and continued to write. 'Today, you'll be putting that knowledge to the test. I would like you to gather up those ingredients, as well as some chamomile, anise, lavender, and rosemary.'

Thora's brow rose, but she didn't question the elder as she moved to do as instructed. 'Let's see…Chamomile also helps with stomach aches,' she thought. 'Anise is good for freshening breath and getting rid of critters. Lavender is calming…haven't read about rosemary yet. Either way, odd bunch of stuff to bring along for a stomachache.'

When she had gathered up the jars and carefully stored them away in a bag, she finally asked, "Who is it we're goin' t' be seein'?"

'Bucket,' replied Gothi. Taking her staff, she started for the door; she glanced over her shoulder to make sure Thora followed.

Walking down Freya's Stack was much easier and quicker than walking up it. Only a few minutes seemed to have passed before they two women found themselves on dirt streets. The village was beginning to wake up; the tradesfolk who hadn't joined Stoick on his quest were opening up their shops with help from their own apprentices. While walking by the bakery, Thora waved at Pála Hofferson, Astrid's older sister, as she opened up the window.

"What kind o' bread ya makin' today?" Thora questioned.

"Honey rye!" came Pála's answer. She cringed as a loud crash sounded behind her. "I swear t' Freya's bower, Egil, if ya dropped tha' yeast mixture-!" She turned away from the window and hurried to the back of the building.

The two females looked at each other, wearing matching smiles. They did not need magic to know that that was _exactly _what had happened.

Gothi continued to lead Thora through the streets, turning a corner here and there until they found themselves on the doorstep of the Thorston household. Inside the home, Thora could hear Bucket groaning in pain while a gentle, female voice cooed to him in an attempt to get him to drink some ale. As he began to protest, Gothi knocked on the door with surprising strength.

Barely minute later, the door opened and there stood Ylva Thorston, mother of Ruffnut and Tuffnut. Despite the dark circles under her eyes and the few stray strands of hair lining her face, she looked as beautiful as ever. It was a well-spread rumor on Berk that Ylva was actually the goddess, Freya, in a human guise. Whether or not it was true, her presence intimidated Thora, who tried to half-hide herself behind Gothi –an impossible task, since she was a good two heads taller than the Völva.

"Ah, Gothi! Good mornin' t' you," she smiled. "An' good mornin' t' you, too, Thora. Thank you for comin' on such short notice, lasses." Stepping aside, she motioned for the two of them to step inside.

As she stepped into the house, Gothi dismissively waved her hand before going over to Bucket. He was curled up near the hearth, a warm blanket draped over his body as he clung to the bucket shielding his skull. Thora fiddled with the bag's strap, watching as the elder stooped down and started to inspect the man. She poked and prodded him, watching for if he flinched in pain or wriggled with a giggle.

Ylva came to stand beside Thora, her arms crossed over her chest. She let out a heavy sigh, blowing a brownish curl from her face. "The only downside t' having Gothi as our Völva is tha' she can't talk," she told Thora. "Though, I wouldn't trade her for the world." She looked over at the teen, giving her an exhausted smile. "You're lucky t' be trainin' under her."

Thora's cheeks darkened and her tail nervously swept across the floor. "But…I thought you were a healer, too?" she asked, her gaze quickly fixing on the straw-covered floor. "Didn't ya train under her?"

She quietly laughed. "Oh, no! I learned from me mum. I'm not near as good as Gothi is. I know how t' treat the stuff on the outside, but she can treat it all. Inside, outside, magical –whatever ails ya, she'll fix up." Turning back to Bucket, she let out another, quieter sigh. "Except, maybe, givin' Bucket back the half o' brain he lost."

"So…he really only has half o' brain under that bucket o' his?"

Shrugging, Ylva moved to add another log to the fire. "No, not really. He has a whole brain, but he lost half o' his smarts an' all his memory that day."

Gothi suddenly motioned to Thora, who hurried to her side, thankful for the distraction. The old woman wrote in the dirt of the floor, 'He has a fierce stomachache and a headache. You know of the cure for stomach pain, but what do you think should be done for the head pain?"

Thora bit her tongue as she thought in silence. After a moment, she looked through her bag, double-checking the herbs she had been told to bring. "Er…let's see. Chamomile is good for stomachs _an' _headaches; anise is good for….is good for stomachs, breath, critters…"

'And?' Gothi wrote, looking very much the epitome of patience.

"Lung ailments?" Thora added, looking unsure. Gothi merely gave her a gentle smile, though her eyes shone with knowing. "Ah! Headaches, too!"

Nodding, Gothi scratched into the dirt. 'So, what would you do with those two?'

"Make a tea?" Glancing out of the corner of her eye, she could see Ylva watching her with some amount of amusement. Her cheeks turning beet red, she quickly turned her attention entirely back to Gothi. Even if Ylva hadn't been the most gorgeous woman on Berk, having someone other than Gothi watching her made Thora nervous.

Again, she nodded. 'And what of the lavender and rosemary?'

"Er, well, lavender is calmin', so I can add that t' the tea? I'm not sure 'bout rosemary though; I haven't read about it yet."

'Rosemary has many uses, but for today, it has the power to chase away nightmares as well as providing a calming scent. Along with lavender, we will place it beneath Bucket's pillow to ensure his rest is peaceful until he is well again,' Gothi explained. 'We could add lavender to the tea, but I believe it would overpower the chamomile. So, for now, we will use it only as a pillow.'

Thora nodded in understanding. "Sounds good," she replied. "D'ya want me t' get started on the honey mixture?"

'Do you remember how to combine the honey and cabbage juice?'

"I…think. Stop me if I'm doin' it wrong."

Before she could ask for a bowl, Ylva came over and handed a bowl and spoon to Thora, who shyly thanked her. Taking the ingredients out of her bag, Thora began to mix up the medicine. The whole time, she was watched by both Gothi and Ylva while Bucket fitfully slept on. She was careful to put the honey in the bowl first, then the cabbage juice. As she mixed the two together, she did her best to emulate the way Gothi had whisked them with the spoon before adding in crushed mint leaves and the powdered bark of an apple tree.

When that was mixed well enough, she waited for Ylva to put a pot of water on to boil by preparing the chamomile tea, always under Gothi's close observance. The whole time, the old woman said nothing; she only watched.

"How long have ya been her apprentice for?" Ylva asked, taking the chamomile powder from Thora and adding it into a second, smaller pot of water. She then tucked a lock of her chestnut hair behind her ear.

"About a week now," she replied, brushing some hair out of her face.

A shocked expression came to Ylva's face. "Only a week an' she has ya makin' medicine already?" she gaped. "It was months before me mum had me makin' anythin'!"

Both of them leaned over as Gothi finally wrote something in the dirt. 'Medicine is the easiest of the things I will teach her.'

Ylva patted Thora's shoulder. "Good luck," she told her before standing. She crossed the room, returning to Bucket's side. Thora watched as she ever so gently lifted his head –bucket and all- allowing for Gothi to place a few sprigs of rosemary and lavender beneath his pillow. He fussed a bit at being disturbed, but Ylva's soft voice lulled him back into quietness.

'How did those two terrors ever come from her?' thought Thora, her head tilted in curiosity. 'She's so gentle and they're so…not. Must've come from their father…' Lightly shaking her head, she picked up the honey mixture and carefully set the bowl in the now-steaming pot. She glimpsed upwards when Gothi hobbled over to check on her progress.

"Almost done," she quietly replied to the elder's inquiring look.

Gothi concurred. Taking her weight off her staff, she wrote in the dirt. 'After this, we will be going to the arena.'

"The arena?"

'Yes. Gobber had the sense to warn me that there could, possibly, be injuries today that would need tending to. And he also wishes for me to begin judging which of the teens is at the top of the class.'

Thora rubbed her arm. "But that means our lessons won't happen in the mornin' anymore, right? We'll have t' do them after dragon trainin' gets over?"

Again, Gothi bobbed her head in agreement. 'Yes, but every day, I would like for you to meet me at the arena with the basic healing supplies. I trust you've still got them in your bag from when I showed you?'

"Aye. In fact, my bag's near burstin' point now. If we add anymore, I'm goin' t' have t' get a cart t' pack it around," she chuckled.

Gothi smiled. 'One can never really anticipate what will be needed for house calls, I'm afraid –except for today, of course. I knew what was wrong with Bucket beforehand and wanted to test you.'

"Did I pass the test?"

For a moment, Gothi wrote nothing. Instead, she watched as Thora fidgeted in anticipation, her tail raised, but unmoving. Finally, she replied. 'Yes,' she wrote, 'but you must remember this: It will only get harder from here on out. In a few months' time –maybe even a few weeks, depending on how quickly you continue to learn- I will have you diagnosing ailments and treating them accordingly.'

Thora did not reply as she leaned forward, plucking the bowl of now-warmed honey and herbs from the water. She had a feeling Gothi knew she doubted herself, however, because the old woman stared at her, a knowing look in her eyes. Biting her tongue, she picked up the spoon and went over to Ylva and Bucket.

"Two spoonfuls o' this every few hours should help his stomach ease up," she instructed Ylva. "An' the chamomile tea should help his head."

"Can't I add the honey to the tea?" Ylva questioned. Judging by how carefully she spoke, Thora knew she had been instructed by Gothi to ask such a thing.

Thora glanced over her shoulder, looking at the Völva for any sign of instruction. Gothi, though, merely waved at her to continue and she bit her tongue, mentally cursing.

"Er –I don't think so. The different flavors may clash t' much when mixed together, makin' his stomach even more upset." She started packing up the jars. "Not t' mention, ya can use the tea as a way t' get the bad flavor o' the honey mixture out o' his mouth."

Ylva let out a soft laugh, covering her mouth to further mute the noise. "That I can believe," she replied. "Thank ya both for comin' over an' tendin' t' poor Bucket. It's a shame t' see him in so much pain."

Thora thought about how Bucket was normally: A bit dimwitted, but eager to help out around the village and extremely hardworking. And he was exceptionally kind to the village children, who often sought him out to play games when their siblings were too busy. Ylva was right –it _was _sad to see him in such a state.

Gothi hobbled over to the door, motioning for Thora to follow. Waving goodbye to Ylva, she left the house with Thora in tow.

The village was just as deserted now as it had been earlier; only, now Thora could hear distant shouts and cries of fear coming from the Dragon Arena. Gothi had yet to hear the ruckus and merely continued to hobble along. It was when they were about a hundred yards from the area that the old woman paused, a stream of fire exploding from the arena's chained roof.

"Well, that's not good," Thora murmured, eyes wide and tail nervously wafting back and forth.

Gothi sighed and continued forward, motioning for Thora to hurry after her.

When they reached the arena, they found a surprising lack of bloodshed and dead teens. Instead, they saw massive walls had been constructed out of wood and placed around the area to make a maze. A Deadly Nadder was running along the top of the maze, its head twisting this way and that as it hunted its prey. The Viking teens were doing their best to be quiet as they crept through the wooden labyrinth –except Hiccup, who stood on the outskirts of the arena, shouting up to Gobber.

"You know, I happened to notice that the book had nothing on Night Furies," he called. "Is there another book? Maybe a little Night Fury Pamphlet?" He let out a yelp of surprise as a jet of fire missed him by just a few inches.

Thora groaned, smacking her forehead. "I thought he was done obsessin' over that dragon," she mumbled, causing Gothi to raise her brow in intrigue.

"Focus, Hiccup!" Gobber scolded, watching as Hiccup darted into the maze for safety. "You're not even trying!" He scratched his chin with his mace-hand. "Today is all about attack. Nadders are quick an' light on their feet! It's your job t' be quicker _an' _lighter."

"I'm really beginning to question your teaching methods!" Fishlegs yelped, holding his shield above his head in terror.

Shaking her head, Thora couldn't help but giggle at the comment. "I've found myself thinkin' the same thing quite a few times in me life…"

Gothi smiled before hobbling away to go speak with Gobber. Thora watched from the corner of her eye as the Völva attempted to use her staff to scratch into the hard earth, but she frowned. The ground was just _too _hard for writing. Gobber began searching on his person for a knife or something sharper for her to use, but he had no such thing –he had only packed his mace.

'That's not good,' thought Thora. Opening her bag, she started to search through it; there was a knife somewhere inside, but the plethora of herbs and roots she had been collecting made finding it a hard task. Finally, her fingers scraped past the hilt. 'Of course, you're at the very bottom of the sack…'

Tugging the dagger from her bag, she sprinted over to Gothi and Gobber, giving her father a small hug as she offered Gothi the knife, hilt first. The old woman aimed an appreciative nod at her before kneeling down and beginning to cut into the earth.

"Thora, love, yell at the recruits for me," Gobber murmured, his hand on his hip as he watched Gothi. "They're all clueless, 'cept for Astrid."

Her brow rose. "Er…" Turning back towards the ring, she stood on tiptoe and tried to locate all of the teens. Three quarters of the group had found good spots to hide, but Ruffnut and Tuffnut had just made a potentially deadly mistake and were heading right for the dragon. "Look for its blind spot!" she shouted as they drew closer. "All dragons have 'em!"

Ruffnut slammed into Tuffnut as he came to a dead stop, just three feet from the Deadly Nadder's mouth. It twisted and turned its head, knowing _something_ was in front of it, but the twins moved in perfect unison, staying hidden from its sight.

"Ugh, do you _ever _bathe?" Ruffnut hissed, catching a whiff of her brother's foul body odor.

Tuffnut growled, his brows furrowing. "If you don't like it, then just get your own blind spot!" he snapped, elbowing his twin in the gut.

Ruffnut growled, yanking him around to face her. "How about I give _you _one?!" she threatened, her hand balled into a fist.

"Blind spot, guys! Not deaf spot!" Thora called, fearing for their lives at that point. The Nadder started to chase them, squawking irritably as it nipped at their heels. "Oh gods…" Something moved below and she looked, finding Hiccup creeping out of the maze towards her.

"So, hey, ah…how would one sneak up on a Night Fury?" he questioned, an innocent grin on his face.

"No one's ever met one an' lived t' tell the tale," Gobber suddenly answered, gently ushering Thora out of the way. "Now get in there, Hiccup!" he ordered.

"I know, I know, but hypothetically-"

Gobber let out a heavy sigh, thankful for when Astrid brought the lad back to reality. "The lad's been obsessed with Night Furies lately. Don't know what brought it on, but if he thinks 'bout them any longer, he's goin' t' lose a limb –or worse."

Gothi scratched her chin in contemplation, her eyes following Hiccup's every move. He attempted to shield-roll past the dragon, but the weight of his shield stopped him halfway. It was painfully obvious that, even though he was the son of the chieftain, Hiccup was no warrior.

But he did have greatness inside him, Gothi knew that much. No, he may never become a great Viking warrior, but she knew someday, somehow, Berk would come to see it as well.

"I'll talk t' him later 'bout it," Thora piped up, drawing the old woman from her thoughts. "I'll see if I can get any sense into-HICCUP!"

The dragon had started to fly around, knocking down the wooden partitions. Hiccup, his back having been turned to the disaster at hand, was oblivious until Thora's shout. Spinning around, he was greeted by the sight of a wall –and Astrid- falling towards him. He grunted in pain as the girl landed atop him, her axe lodging itself firmly in his shield. If he hadn't been distracted by pain, he would have seen just how close he had come to losing his arm.

Some ways off, Ruffnut and Tuffnut were making snide comments about Astrid and Hiccup finding love on the battlefield.

Ignoring the twins and managing to untangle herself from Hiccup, Astrid jumped to her feet. She spotted the Deadly Nadder turning its head towards her and knew it would come for her. Planting her foot on Hiccup's face, she yanked both his shield and her axe from his arm. Behind her, the Nadder drew closer, its wings outstretched as it tried to intimidate her.

But Astrid was not easily frightened.

She swung hard as the Deadly Nadder came within feet of her, the combination of weapon and guard striking the dragon's skull. Such was the impact that splinters of wood and pieces of metal went flying in all directions as the shield shattered.

As the dragon, dazed and hurt, wobbled away, Astrid turned towards the teen boy curled up on the ground. "Is this some kind of a joke to you?" she snarled, ignoring the call of praise from Gobber. "Our parents' war is about to become ours." Aggressively, she aimed one of her axe's blades directly between his eyes. "Figure out which side you're on."

Even Gobber was left speechless by Astrid's boldness. He rubbed the back of his neck as Astrid stormed away from Hiccup. "Well…ah…guess I should…go put the dragon away," he murmured.

Gothi gave Thora a small nudge, drawing her attention. The older woman motioned down at the group of bedraggled teens before shooing her apprentice off. Mentally, Thora cursed; Astrid was already in a foul mood and she didn't want to add fuel to her anger with medicinal mixtures that stung or possibly smelled bad.

Trudging along behind Gobber, she entered the arena. The Deadly Nadder was huddled off to one side, its wing partially covering its face as it tried to nurse its injury. Pausing in her steps, Thora watched it for a moment longer; a small stream of blood trailed down its scaly skin only to fall to the ground in a small puddle. Gobber approached it and it flinched, causing Thora's breath to catch in her throat. It made soft, pained noises as Gobber started to push it back towards its pen.

'Most animals try to fight when they're hurt, especially big ones,' she thought, her head tilting and her tail slowly swishing. 'But it's not even snipping at dad. It actually looks pretty scared right now…and that sound it's making is…is really sad…' She could feel tears beginning to well in the corner of her eyes, but she managed to hold them back.

"What're you doin' down here?"

Snapping out of it, she saw the recruits walking towards her.

"Yeah. Don't you have magic lessons or something?" Ruffnut questioned, a brow raised.

Snotlout snorted. "'Magic lessons'?" he repeated, his tone snide. "That's just what we need after Hiccup's disaster! This loser trying to do magic!"

Thora's eyes narrowed and she threateningly barred her teeth at him; Snotlout had always managed to bring about her bad side. "Keep that in mind when I'm savin' your life someday," she bit back, restraining her urge to hit him. "An' for your information, I'm here t' check t' see if any o' you are wounded."

"Snotlout lost his brain," Tuffnut joked, a mischievous smirk on his face. "Oh wait, that's right -he wasn't born with one." His grin remained as the other boy tried to punch him.

Fishlegs suddenly thrust his arm towards Thora. "I've got a burn!" he chirped, proudly pointing at a large, reddish-pink patch of skin near his wrist. Thora could see bits of flesh already beginning peeling away, but she knew from years of dragon attacks that it was fairly mild in its severity.

"Alright, tha' doesn't look too bad," she commented, pulling his arm towards her to get a better look. "A bit o' chamomile an' lavender should do the trick." Reaching into her bag, she stole a peek up at Gothi; the old woman was watching her with an amused look. 'Thankfully almost everyone on this island knows to treat burns,' she thought, pulling out one bottle and one flower. Using her teeth, she unstoppered the bottle and poured just three drops of its liquid onto Fishlegs' wrist.

"What's that stuff?" Ruffnut questioned, leaning in close to observe. "It smells kinda like the soap mom makes us use…"

"It's lavender oil," replied Thora, corking the bottle once more. Then, she pinched the flower off of the stem and rubbed it between her hands. "It'll help the skin start healin'."

Cocking her head, Ruffnut leaned back slightly. "Huh. I always thought lavender was just for soap…"

"My dad uses lavender in his boots," Snotlout proudly declared. "Helps keep his feet healthy."

"Lavender has plenty of uses!" Fishlegs spoke. "It can be used to treat burns, to make soap, to help you sleep –it can even keep moths away!" When he saw the strange looks Ruffnut, Tuffnut, and Snotlout were giving him, his cheeks reddened in embarrassment. "Er…But I'm sure Thora already knew that."

"Nope," she replied, using the flower to gently rub the oil over the burn. "Well, the moth part at least. I think everyone on Berk knew 'bout its uses for burns. I'm not pressin' too hard, am I?"

Fishlegs shook his head. "No, but…why are you rubbing a daisy on my wrist?"

"Dude, that's a chamomile flower," Tuffnut corrected, earning him a perplexed look from Thora. "What? Mom uses chamomile all the time with Uncle Bucket. She's always having us pick it for her."

"Yeah," Ruffnut agreed. "Their yellow bits are cone shaped; daisies are flat."

Snotlout rolled his eyes. "It's a flower. It looks like all the other flowers out there."

"You say that now," Fishlegs told him, "but when you end up picking a poisonous flower, you'll be thinking otherwise."

He dismissively waved his hand at them and started to walk away. "Whatever. I don't have time to talk about flowers and girly nonsense. I got to practice killing dragons." He sauntered off, muttering to himself about the 'uselessness' of knowing the difference between daisies and chamomile.

Tossing the spent flower on the ground, Thora found herself more than a little tempted to trip him with her tail, but knew better since Gothi was watching. "Alright, Fishlegs…just keep the burn clean an' any time it starts to sting, apply more lavender an' chamomile. Also, try t' soak it in some cool water at some point; that'll help it cool off." She turned towards the twins after Fishlegs thanked her and walked off. "Anyone else got an injury or something?" she asked, brushing some hair from her face.

"Tuffnut smells like a dead yak," Ruffnut smiled, ignoring the look of anger coming to her twin's face. "Got anything for that?"

"Ah…not really," Thora chuckled. "I suggest a bath an' some fresh clothes –for _both _of you. Ruffnut, you smell just as bad."

Tuffnut let out an ugly laugh and pointed mockingly at his sister. "See? I'm not the only one who reeks! You had no right to complain about it!"

"Dude, your hair was all up in my face! I was gagging because of it."

"Yeah, well, your hair is always smelling like dead fish thanks to that oil you use!" he countered, shoving his head against hers. "So don't you go telling me about bad smellin' hair-"

"That's enough, you two!" Gobber hobbled over and pushed the two apart. "You both smell like death, so do as Thora says an' go bathe before I dunk ya in the ocean."

The twins stared at him for a moment, their faces betraying their confusion. Shrugging off Gobber's words in unison, however, they came to a silent agreement to not question him and simply leave.

Gobber shook his head, putting his hands on his hips. "So. What injuries were there?" he questioned.

"Just a mild burn on Fishlegs," she answered, looking around at the disaster area. "Not sure 'bout Astrid though; she left before you an' me could get down here."

He nodded in understanding, watching as she shifted a few things around in her satchel before closing it. "You will talk t' Hiccup, won't you?" He spoke quietly, even though they were the only ones left inside the arena. "There's somethin' goin' on with him an' it's worrying me."

Thora rubbed the back of her neck, biting her tongue. "I'll try my best," she told him, "but I can't promise that anythin' will come o' it. You know Hiccup. Once he's got his mind t' somethin', it's hard gettin' him t' focus on anythin' else."

Pushing his helmet back a bit, Gobber scratched the top of his head. "Aye, that's true," he admitted. "Well…I best let ya get back t' your lessons with Gothi." A grin coming to his lips, he reached over and lightly nudged her shoulder with his mace. "Don't want t' keep my wee lil' Völva-to-be away from her trainin', after all!" He gave her a teasing wink as she rolled her eyes, groaning.

"Da', please," she murmured, cheeks turning pink.

Chuckling to himself, Gobber mussed up her hair before limping off to clean up the arena.

When she returned to Gothi's side, Thora was promptly led away from the fighting ring. The old woman made no indication of where they were going; she merely led Thora through the village, only pausing once to squint towards the ocean. 

By the time Gothi finally stopped, they were deep in the forest. She gazed around for a moment, observing the area before easing herself down onto a small patch of moss. Looking up at her pupil, she lightly tapped the ground in front of her with her staff. Thora sat as well, though her face betrayed her confusion.

'I suppose you don't know why I brought you out here,' Gothi wrote.

She shook her head. "Not unless ya want me t' go huntin' for herbs."

'Not today. Today, I teach you one of the most important things you'll come to use.'

Thora cocked her head, her tail unconsciously starting to slowly wag in curiosity. "An' that would be…?"

'Meditation.'

"Meditation? Isn't that another way o' sayin' 'takin' a nap'?" she joked. She instantly regretted it; Gothi had thwacked her upside the head with her staff. "Ooww…"

With a frown on her face, Gothi went back to writing in the earth. 'Mediation is vital to using magic and to being able to give advice,' she wrote. 'It allows you to focus your mind as well as permitting you to gather your energies. It is also useful when trying to induce trances for divining or seeking wisdom from the gods.'

Thora was still rubbing the sore spot on her head. "So, how do I do it then?" she questioned.

'First, you must get comfortable. Then, close your eyes and begin breathing slowly and deeply. All the while, I want you to concentrate on either your breathing or the sound of nature.'

"Alright…but how will I know I'm doin' it right?"

Gothi wrote nothing, but a hint of a grin appeared on her face.

Sighing in defeat, Thora shifted her position so that she sat cross-legged. Letting her hands fall into her lap, she closed her eyes and slowly breathed in through her nose before exhaling just as slowly through her mouth. She let her tail droop onto the ground, doing her best to put all her thoughts towards listening to the sounds around her.

Being so deep within the forest meant that there were plenty of noises to be heard. In the trees above, squirrels darted from limb to limb in search of nuts and roots to store for winter while birds sang their mating songs. Closer to the ground, insects hummed and buzzed as they sought out leaves to nibble on. Some ways off, a deer and her yearlings tiptoed through the underbrush in their pursuit of a filling lunch.

Some of the forest sounds, however, couldn't be heard by simple human ears. Though half human, Thora's troll blood allowed her to hear the hushed voices of the trees and the bubbling laughter of a nearby stream. There were other things, too, whispering amongst the forest, but she couldn't quite tell what they were.

She had never really noticed these noises before, but now she smiled, feeling herself grow strangely calm. The scent of damp earth seemed to grow stronger around her and an odd coolness began to creep up her fingers and into her arms.

The whole while, Gothi watched her, sitting still and silent as a rock. Once in a while, Thora's ear would twitch or her tail had a small spasm, moving a few centimeters. But the girl remained still, her chest rising and lowering with careful breathing.

'She's doing well,' thought the elder. 'It's hard for a person her age to sit still this long, so for her to do so –and without falling asleep!- is a good sign…'

When nearly a quarter of an hour had passed, something moving near her foot caught Gothi's attention: The moss she sat on was gradually inching its way towards Thora. Thinking it merely an illusion, she shook her head and tried to push it out of her mind; after all, moss didn't grow _that _fast, even in the most favorable of conditions.

But the longer she let Thora meditate, the further it crept along. Still wearing a frown, Gothi cut a line into the earth ahead of the moss, wanting to be positive that she saw the truth. It took some minutes, but eventually, the moss did cross over the line.

'This must be caused by her troll blood,' she thought, scratching her chin. 'I remember her mother being able to make plants grow quickly and out of season. Surely, she must have inherited at least the smallest bit of that talent?' Her brow rose and the frown was replaced by a smile. 'If so, this will certainly be beneficial to her future lessons! Yes, yes…though, troll magic is unfamiliar to me. I will teach her as much as I know, but I believe I must seek out help in her training…'

Still grinning, she finally reached over and prodded Thora's knee. The teen slowly opened her eyes, blinking against the light as if she were coming out of a heavy sleep.

"Did…Did I do well?" she questioned through a yawn, stretching her arms and tail.

'You did excellent, child,' Gothi wrote. 'I daresay you've gotten your first taste of magic, as well.'

At that, Thora cocked a brow. "Uh…what? I thought I was meditating, not doin' magic."

She motioned at the moss, which had stopped growing when Thora came out of her meditative state. 'I believe you'll find yourself wrong in that regard. When I sat down, this grass was no wider than a foot. Now it nearly reaches you.'

Frowning, Thora leaned down to get a closer look. There, indeed, was nearly a foot and a half of new-growth moss reaching out in only one direction. She let out a curse and flung herself backwards, eyes wide in shock.

"How did I do tha'?" she cried, pointing at the moss. "How?! I was just sittin' there, breathin' like ya told me to!"

Gothi's eyes nearly disappeared as she smiled in amusement. 'It is nothing to be scared of, Thora!' She set a gentle and reassuring hand on the girl's shoulder. 'You should be proud! It took me much longer to grasp seiðr.'

"But I wasn't meanin' t' do it!"

'That could very well be due to your troll half. Until you somehow manage to make an entire forest grow without meaning to, I would not worry. I would prefer it, however, if you didn't tell anyone. Æsir help us if the twins were to find out you can do magic…'

"I think the Vanir would be better equipped t' handle that situation," Thora murmured, her eyes flitting back to the moss. Despite it having not grown anymore, she was anxious that it would start crawling towards her and she would be unable to stop it.

'True,' agreed the old woman. Shrugging, she motioned for Thora to stand. 'I think, for today, our lessons are finished. I would like for you to bathe tonight and study a bit of the herbology.'

Thora nodded, brushing off her hindquarters. "I can do that," she sighed, shoving her hair over her shoulder. She then frowned, watching as a spider crawled from the wild locks and onto her shoulder. "Not again…" she mumbled, flicking it away.

Gothi raised her brow. 'Do you often have spiders nesting in your hair?'

"Thank the gods, no. But since I can't really get a control over my hair, it manages t' collect all sorts o' things in it by day's end."

'I see. Well, I wish you luck in somehow taming it. Oh, and remember: Our lessons begin at noon from now on.'

"I'll remember. Do ya want me t' walk with ya back to the village or…?"

Shaking her head, Gothi reassuringly smiled. 'I will return on my own. This land has never hurt me, so you have no need to worry. Good day, Thora.' Giving the girl a nod, she turned and began to make her way back to the village.

Thora turned, warily looking at the patch of moss yet again. 'So…I can do magic,' she thought, cautiously kneeling down. Reaching out, she let her fingers brush over the moss; it was soft and cushiony. 'But how did I do it? I was only sitting and listening to things. I wasn't _trying _to do anything.'

Wanting to test herself, she closed her eyes and began to breathe deeply once again. Unlike the first time, however, it was harder for Thora to calm herself. Her insides felt jittery and her mind was racing with thoughts of magic and of plants and of Hiccup. She gave up after a few, failed minutes had passed, finding the moss unchanged.

"Why did I think this was going to be easy?" 

* * *

><p>"...And with one twist he took my hand an' swallowed it whole!" Gobber recanted, grinning as he saw the looks of morbid curiosity on the faces of the teens. "I saw the look on his face: I was delicious. He must have passed the word, because it wasn't a month before another one o' them took my leg." Holding out his peg leg, he gave it a wiggle for emphasis.<p>

Fishlegs stared at him for a silent moment, his mouth partially hanging open. Then, he grinned and spoke up. "Isn't it weird to think that your hand was inside a dragon?" he questioned. "Like…if your mind was still in control of it, you could have killed the dragon from the inside by crushing its heart or something!" As he talked, he gestured about with two legs of lamb, occasionally smacking them together before finally taking a bite of one.

Snotlout was unimpressed by Fishlegs' theory and could tell that Gobber was as well. Wanting to suck up to their teacher, he put on an angered expression. "I swear I'm so angry right now!" he theatrically growled. "I'll avenge your beautiful hand _and_ your beautiful foot!" He paused for a second, watching as Gobber's brow rose. "I'll chop off the legs of every dragon I fight –_with my face_."

Shaking his head, Gobber leaned back in his seat. "Uh-uh," he chirped. "It's the wings an' the tails ya really want," he instructed. A bit of a smug grin came appeared on his face when he saw them lean forward, wanting to hear more. "If it can't fly, then it can't get away. A downed dragon is a _dead _dragon."

Hiccup, who had been silent the entire time, perked. 'What if that's Toothless' problem?' he thought, thankful that he was hidden from Gobber's sight behind Ruffnut and Tuffnut. 'Maybe something's wrong and he can't fly! That's _got _to be the problem!'

As Gobber stood up, Hiccup shrunk further into the twins' shadow. Waiting for the blacksmith to walk past, he darted after him, praying to the gods that no one noticed his absence –or, if they did, they merely thought that he, too, had gone to bed.

Instead of following Gobber home, however, Hiccup had other intentions. Where Gobber turned right, he went left –towards the smithy. Being that Berk was such a small village, the shop was left unlocked at night, letting Hiccup enter all too easily.

Darting upstairs to his private workspace, he pulled out his journal and flung it onto his desk. He lit a candle before opening the book, searching for his study of Toothless. Finding it after a few minutes, he examined it thoroughly, doing his best to find what was keeping the dragon from taking off. After all, it had been obvious to Hiccup that the dragon _should _fly –he had tried many times since Hiccup first found him- but he just _couldn't._

And then, Hiccup saw it: Part of Toothless' tail was missing.

Grabbing a pencil, he made a quick sketch of what the missing fin should look like before grabbing the candle and heading back downstairs.

He made sure the door and windows were all closed before hurrying over to the furnace. He uttered his thanks to the gods when he found a few red-hot coals lingering amongst all the ashes. They were still hot enough that, with a couple puffs of air, they ignited the bits of kindling and dried moss Hiccup had covered them with. Confident in the small flames, he slowly added larger pieces of wood until he judged there to be enough for forging.

Then he got down to the real work. He threw scraps of iron into the crucible so it could begin heating up. While he waited for it to melt down, he busied himself with raiding Gobber's scrap heap for anything that looked remotely useful. After some minutes of rooting around, he had amassed a small pile of metal rods and varying sizes of leftover leather. The rods, he knew, would be very useful –once they were straightened out.

Despite the fire not quite having enough coals yet, he set the dowels within the flames. They didn't need to be red-hot for him to straighten out; they just needed to be hot. He could always strengthen them later, anyway. While those heated up, he measured out the bits of leather only to find that there wasn't really enough for what he needed.

'It'll still be useful,' he told himself, going over to the cupboard where Gobber kept the cow skin. 'I could use it for bindings or straps…'

So absorbed he became in his work that, when it came time to straighten the metal rods, he didn't realize the ruckus he was creating. Being on the outskirts of the village, however, meant that most people didn't hear the sounds of the hammer as it reshaped the metal, nor did they hear Hiccup let out a small curse when he accidentally bonked his forehead with the mallet.

But Thora did.

After her lesson had ended, she had spent the rest of her day scouring Berk for Hiccup –to no avail. Figuring she would find him when she went to bed, she had gone off to bathe as Gothi ordered. Now, however, as she walked through dark streets, wringing out her hair, she could hear the sharp, metallic ring of the hammer.

'That's not dad,' she thought.

She hurried towards the smithy, tying her hair into a quick, messy braid as she did so. As the building came within sight, she tossed her braid over her shoulder and crept up to the window, though she had no reason to be worried about Hiccup hearing her. He was too busy muttering to himself as he inspected his work on one of the rods.

'What in Midgard…?' she thought, a brow rising.

Hiccup tossed the straightened metal back into the fire and turned his attention to the vat of melting iron. Finding it just starting to melt, he crouched down and fanned the fire a bit more, praying for it to heat faster. He also grabbed more pieces of kindling, breaking them down and tossing them into the fire in hopes they would become coals.

Shaking her head, Thora finally went to enter the smithy, but found the door locked. She rolled her eyes. 'Of course he had to lock it…because who goes to the smithy in the middle of the night and keeps the door unlocked? Preposterous…' She let out a heavy sighed and began to make her way to the back of the shop.

Above her was the window to Hiccup's little workroom, its shutters flung wide open. Though it was a story off the ground, Thora didn't care. She approached the wall and started to climb it, paying no heed to if anyone spotted her. Reaching the window, she hauled herself over the sill and stood up, brushing off her skirt.

"What the…?" she mumbled, seeing Hiccup's sketchbook on his bench. Though only half a moon was out, it still gave off enough light to let her see the sketch of the dragon. "Is that supposed t' be a Night Fury? He chose an interesting look for it…"

She jumped as Hiccup dropped something on one of the anvils downstairs. A small curse left her mouth and she slipped out of the room, wanting to make sure he hadn't hurt himself. As she crept down the stairs, however, she found that he was perfectly fine –in fact, he was assembling one of Gobber's pellet forms, though it was obvious he was having some trouble lifting the heavy ceramic.

"Would ya like some help?" she asked, her arms crossed as she leaned against the wall.

Now it was Hiccup's turn to swear and he nearly dropped the mold. "Thora! How ah…how did you get in here?" he questioned, trying his best to seem innocent. His eyes were wide, however, and they betrayed his worry. "And when?"

"I'm more concerned 'bout _you _bein' in here," she told him. "It's late. You should be at home with me an' da', eatin' dinner."

"You dad and I already ate –with the other recruits," he answered, setting the half form on the counter. "But, seriously: How did you get in here?"

She shrugged. "Climbed in through the window in your workroom."

Panic covered Hiccup's face. "M-My workroom? You came in through _there_?" he stammered. "You didn't see…_anything _did you?"

"I saw tha' drawin' o' the Night Fury you did," she admitted. "Quite nice; you're gettin' better-"

Hiccup groaned, letting his head fall against the counter. "Oh gods…" he mumbled.

Thora's brows furrowed. "What?" she demanded.

"You weren't supposed to see that! _No one _was supposed to see that!"

"Why? I mean, it's really good. Though, I'm curious how ya came up with tha' shape for the body. Were ya goin' off other dragons in the mystery class or…?"

His head still resting on the counter, he shook it. "No…"

She walked over to the counter and, leaning over, lightly pushed Hiccup's head to the side so that he faced her. "Is somethin' wrong?" she asked, her brows still rutted. "Are ya tryin' t' build another trap t' take down the dragon…?"

For a moment, Hiccup was silent as he stared at his demi-cousin. Part of him wanted to tell her about Toothless and how he wanted to help the dragon. After all, she was his cousin; he had trusted her with secrets before and she had yet to freak out or tell someone about them. She wouldn't do that.

But another part of him argued against it. Thora was also the daughter of Gobber, one of Berk's best dragon killers. She had been raised, like the other teens their age, to know that it would become their life's work to hunt down and kill dragons for Berk's safety. She could easily overpower him, drag him back to Gobber, and tell him what was happening. More than likely, it would end up with Hiccup being put in chains or worse.

Groaning again, he stood up and rubbed his face irritably. "I don't know if I should tell you," he spoke, his back to her. "It's…it's pretty big."

Frowning, Thora stared at Hiccup's back, wondering what in the world was happening with her cousin. "Hiccup," her voice was gentle, "y'know you can tell me anythin', no matter what it is."

He sighed and ran his hands through his hair. "Then sit down," he told her, "because it's…well. You'll find out." As Thora sat down on the dirt floor, he swallowed hard, trying to figure out how to tell her. Pacing in front of her, he wrung his hands together while muttering to himself.

The whole time, Thora sat silent, her eyes following Hiccup as he attempted to wear a track into the floor. Behind her, her tail slowly moved back and forth.

Finally, Hiccup stopped pacing. "Alright," he began, "I _did _hit the Night Fury with my device. I found him in the forest, all wrapped up in the net I had shot. No, don't say anything yet." He had seen her about to congratulate him. "I was all ready to kill him. Had my dagger above his heart and everything. But I couldn't do it. I couldn't! I cut him free. _I cut him free, Thora._ He roared at me and ran off. Obviously, he didn't eat me. He didn't even hurt me, besides give me a headache with that howl of his. _But he didn't hurt me." _

The more Hiccup spoke, the less scared he became. The worry in his voice was replaced by excitement and he started gesturing more, as he always did when enthusiastic about something. "So I went looking for him the next day, after our first dragon killing lesson. He was alive! And he seemed unhurt. So, today, I brought him some fish."

Wonderment now filled his eyes as he recalled the next part. "I was so close to him, Thora! So close, I could almost touch him! But he wouldn't let me. Not then, at least. We played off and on throughout the day, when he wasn't trying to take a nap or trying to fly out of the cove. Oh! And his teeth are retractable! Did you know that? Night Furies have retractable teeth! Who would have thought?" He laughed, genuine happiness on his face for the first time in days.

"Oh man, Thora…it was awesome," he sighed, still grinning. "It was so awesome; something like that will probably never happen to me again…"

Thora said nothing, her eyes fixed on him and her tail completely still. He could see that her skin had paled, but there was no anger on her face –concern and a bit of fear, yes, but no anger. Hiccup let out a nervous laugh and glanced away.

"So…ah…I guess this is the part where you drag me back to your dad and tell him what a disappointment I am, right?" he jokingly questioned.

At last, Thora moved. Clenching her eyes shut, she shook her head. He could tell that she was fighting with herself and he didn't blame her. If their roles had been reversed, he'd certainly be trying to figure out what to do.

"You…you saved a dragon instead of killing it," she stated slowly, eyes still shut. "For fifteen years, ya've seen the damage done t' our village by dragons an' have nearly been killed by dragons yourself. One o' them even took your mum away from ya. An' yet, you still saved a dragon?"

Plopping down on the floor across from her, he nodded. "I did. But you should have seen him, Thora. He looked so scared…so helpless. I knew how he felt. I've always known how he felt. How could I not help him?"

"Can I tell ya somethin'?"

He frowned. "Of course."

She opened her eyes, raising her gaze to meet his. "I know what ya mean. A-about wantin' t' help a dragon, I mean."

"You do?"

"That Deadly Nadder today. The one Astrid hit? I…I wanted to go over and help it. It was so scared an' made such sad noises!" She shook her head, closing her eyes again. "But I couldn't. Not with everyone there like that. Especially da'."

His frown left, a small smile taking its place. Reaching over, he set his hand on her shoulder. "Feels weird, doesn't it?" he quietly asked.

She concurred. "But…But you. You actually _saved _a dragon. If anyone were t' find out –I mean, Hiccup, that's basically treason!" Suddenly, she became worried. "What if someone from your class were t' follow you, Hiccup? What if they found out?"

At that, he let out a sarcastic laugh. "Why would they follow me? I'm the worst in the class and everyone thinks I'm too weird for them to hang out with."

"Well, they're not really _wrong…_"

He pouted. "Hey…"

Her brow rose. "Prove me otherwise –which ya can't. But seriously, Hiccup…You need t' be careful. I wouldn't be able t' bail you out o' this one."

Slowly, he nodded. "I know, I know. And I am being safe. That's why I'm here at night." He smiled reassuringly. "And I know you won't tell anyone."

"No, I won't. But…Hiccup, you still haven't answered my question. What _are _ya doin' here?"

"Oh. I'm making a new tail for Toothless. Er…that's the name I gave him, by the way. Because of his teeth."

She cocked her brow, her head tilting curiously. "A new tail? Why?" She watched as he stood up to check the crucible.

"Turns out…my net tore off one of his tail fins," he admitted, finding the iron to be liquid by now. "That means he can't fly. So, I'm making him a new one." Turning back towards the table, he started assembling the form for the ball bearings, though he had some trouble due to the weight. "With luck, he'll be able to fly in no time."

Standing as well, Thora easily lifted the mold into place for him. "And then what? What if he flies back here and wants to thank you or somethin'?"

Hiccup flushed dark red. "Actually…I…I was thinking about trying to ride him."

"What?! Like a horse!?"

"How else can I ride him!? Like a boat?" he retorted sarcastically. Pulling on a pair of heavy, leather gloves, he grabbed a pair of tongs, using them to lift the crucible from its holder. Ever so carefully, he carried it over to the table and was about to pour the molten liquid when Thora suddenly grabbed the tongs with her tail.

"You're shaking," she answered before he could ask. Focusing on the mold, she helped steady Hiccup as he slowly poured the iron into the die. Small flames and sparks leapt out of the other opening, but they brought no harm to the cousins. "Are ya ever goin' t' tell your da' about this?" Her tail released the tongs.

Again, Hiccup let out a sarcastic laugh. "And risk him killing me? No. He'll never find out." Returning the vat to its spot over the fire, he checked on the metal rods. Finding them bright red, he used the tongs to pull one out so he could begin tempering it.

She nodded slowly, watching Hiccup for a minute. Then, with a sigh, she hopped up onto the table. Now that the shock of Hiccup's adventure with a dragon had worn off, she felt tired –extremely tired. But then, she also remembered her own adventure from that afternoon and bit her tongue; it had been one of the things she wanted to speak with Hiccup about, thinking he could give her a bit of advice.

"Can I tell ya somethin' else?"

He glanced up. "You're not going to set the Deadly Nadder free, are you?" he teased.

"No. It's not about dragons."

"Then shoot."

Rubbing the back of her neck, she bit her tongue. "…Don't let Gothi know I told ya," she warned. "But I…I ah, did magic today."

He gave her a questioning look. "That's good, isn't it? You're supposed to be learning it."

"Well, Gothi thinks it's good…"

"But you don't?"

"No, I don't."

"Why not?"

"Because I don't know _how _I did it. Gothi doesn't really know, either. She said it was probably because o' my troll blood."

He shrugged, dipping the rod into a bucket of water. A cloud of steam filled and a loud sizzling noise filled the air. "Well, she's probably right, you know. I mean…you _are _half troll."

She sighed, feeling a bit frustrated; neither Hiccup nor Gothi had understood her worry. "Even if I am half troll, I shouldn't have been able t' do what I did, though! At least, in my mind I shouldn't have been."

"…What, exactly, was it that you did?" he hesitantly asked.

"I…Alright, this is goin' t' sound stupid t' you, but it scared me," she grumbled. "I made moss grow. But it was almost two feet o' moss, an' it grew _towards _me without me knowin' or even tryin'."

Hiccup scratched the top of his head. "Well, what were you doing when you made it grow?"

"I was meditating." Seeing his confused look, she continued. "It's where ya get comfy and breathe deeply while tryin' t' focus on only one thing."

He turned back to his work, grabbing a second dowel. "So…what were you focused on?"

"The sounds around me."

"Which were…?"

"The sounds o' the forest. Y'know: Birds, deer, bugs, the plants, a stream…That sort o' thing."

"…You can hear plants?"

She shrugged. "Today I did; probably because I was meditating. I've never really listened that intently before. I mean, I've always been able t' hear things full humans can't, but it was so peaceful out there, I just…heard it all."

"Well, maybe it was _because_ you heard plants that you managed to make a plant grow?" he proposed.

"I hadn't thought o' that," she admitted, glancing at the floor as her cheeks darkened.

"It makes a bit of sense. You focused on something real hard, and because of it, you did magic." He smiled, trying to help ease her mind. "Maybe if you tried it again, you'd be able to do something else?" Again, he doused the tempered rod; again, he grabbed one from the fire.

She brought her knees to her chest and wrapped her arms and tail around her legs. "I'm not sure I should meditate without Gothi there. What if something bad happens?"

"Something bad could have happened when I freed Toothless. Instead, something amazing happened." He looked up, still wearing the smile. "You know what our dads always say-"

"You won't know until you try," they repeated in unison.

A bit of a smile came to Thora's lips. "I suppose."

The conversation fell silent between the two. Thora continued to watch as Hiccup worked, which, thankfully, wasn't too much longer. Before the moon could reach its midpoint, he had finished making the new fin for Toothless and, with Thora's help, managed to get the smithy back to its somewhat-clean state.

When they returned home, Gobber was snoring loudly in his bed and a fire had to be built in the hearth to restore heat to the house. Thora, who hadn't eaten dinner yet, stole a bit of cheese and smoked meat from the pantry before crawling into her hammock. Before she could finish eating, though, sleep had overtaken her. When Hiccup got no reply when he told her 'goodnight', he lifted his head and smiled; her arm was hanging out of the hammock, a piece of half-eaten cheese on the ground.


	4. Chapter 4

Over the course of the next two weeks, the atmosphere on Berk began to change. When the warriors had left, a feeling of worry and trepidation had lain over the village. Now, however, the air was filled with excitement and hope. The cause of such a change?

Hiccup.

Almost overnight, it seemed, he had gone from nearly being killed during training to being the best dragon fighter Berk had ever seen. With no weapon in hand, he managed to subdue the dragons and get them back into their cages. Sometimes, he'd even show off and give the dragon a good scratch behind the ear before closing it in is pen. Everyone left in the village started flocking to the classes just to watch him work his magic, hoping they could learn his secrets.

One person, in particular, tried her hardest to find out just how Hiccup had gotten so good. Whenever the class ended for the day, Astrid would do her best to follow him as he darted into the forest. She was positive he never saw her or heard her, and yet, every time, he somehow managed to get her off his trail. It was more than a little infuriating to her.

A certain pair of twins, however, thought they knew the truth. So, one day, after class was over, they set out in search of Thora.

"She has _totally_ got to be the reason he's so good," Ruffnut proclaimed as they stalked towards Gothi's house.

"Yeah, she has to be!" Tuffnut agreed. "She definitely cast some sort of spell on him to make him into some…super human dragon fighter."

Ruffnut smirked, giving her twin a light punch on the arm. "Think of all the people that will be coming to watch _us _when we get her to do that magic to us!"

Tuffnut snickered, rubbing his hands together maniacally. "_We'll_ be the ones killing all the dragons and getting all the fame."

"Well…Hiccup hasn't actually _killed _any dragons, per-se," Ruffnut corrected. "But we'll still get to kick dragon butt!"

"Yeah! Kicking dragon butt is the _best_!"

As they approached the pinnacle of rock, they froze mid-step. Gothi and Thora were walking down the winding platform, Thora carrying a large pot and Gothi squinting towards the horizon. Seeing this, the twins ducked behind some barrels, crouching down so they were hidden from sight.

"Dude," Ruffnut whispered, peeking over the top of the barrel, "look at how tiny Gothi is compared to her."

Tuffnut quietly snorted. "I know…it's like a Terrible Terror standing next to a Timberjack."

Ruffnut raised her brow. "Hm. I was thinking more along the lines of a Scauldron."

"No way! That's not nearly-" He was suddenly silenced as Ruffnut slammed her hand over his mouth and pulled him back down.

Ever so slowly and quietly, Ruffnut glanced behind the barrel just in time to see Thora pause in her steps and look around. Tuffnut tried to make a noise, but she shoved her hand harder against his mouth. It was only when the teacher-student duo were far down the road that she released him.

"You almost got us caught!" she hissed. "Let's go; they're almost out of sight. And be _quiet!_"

As his sister left their hiding spot, Tuffnut quietly mocked her orders. He then stuck his tongue out at her back, but followed. There was no way he was going to let _her _get all the magic!

The twins followed Gothi and Thora all throughout the village, staying hidden when the two women paid visits to the Hofferson and the Larson households. Luckily, these visits were short –otherwise, they would have grown bored of their hunt. Knowing of Thora's good hearing, they worked extra hard on being silent –an unusual task for them if they weren't trying to prank someone on Loki Day.

Being quiet and hidden became nearly impossible when they realized that Gothi was leading Thora towards Cowrie Beach. Rather than going into the forest where there were plenty of trees to hide behind and soft dirt to walk on, the old woman was taking them through a wide, open meadow. In order to continue the hunt, the twins ducked into the tall grass and started to crawl parallel to the path.

By the time they came to a stop, the twins were covered in small cuts and burrs while bits of grass were stuck in their hair. All this they ignored, however, as it was normal for them to get so filthy. They lay on their stomachs and pushed aside a clump of grass, enabling them to see what was happening on the beach.

Thora used her tail to push her hair out of her face. "Now I fill this up with water from where the ocean meets the river, right?" she asked.

Gothi nodded, sitting down on a piece of driftwood. She watched as Thora walked over to a stream. The water at the bank was too shallow to fill the cauldron, so the teen held back her hair and waded out to the middle. Gothi shivered as she watched her; it was nearly winter and the water had to be freezing!

'Are you crazy?' she wrote, a worried frown on her face when Thora returned.

"What?" Thora stared at her in confusion before a look of realization quickly overtook her features. "Oh, the water!" She set the pot down. "Well, I'm goin' t' build a fire, so I'm goin' t' dry off anyway." Shrugging, she started to gather up nearby pieces of driftwood.

Shaking her head, Gothi wiped away the words with her foot. 'That means nothing. If it were any later in the year, you would be risking frostbite!' She waved her staff at Thora in a scolding manner. 'I don't care if your troll blood makes you tougher; I don't want to see you do that again, do you understand?'

Thora cringed as she read the reprimand. "Aye, I understand," she murmured, cheeks growing red. Returning to her task of gathering wood, her ear twitched slightly when she thought she heard a giggle come from the grass. She looked, but saw nothing.

Soon, she had amassed a rather large pile of driftwood to use as fire fuel. Gothi still wrote nothing as she arranged the smallest bits of wood in a pile before placing larger branches around them. From a bag on her belt, she pulled out a bit of dried moss and some flint. Using these, she was able to get the fire started.

Gothi stood and moved closer when the fire was large enough to give off heat. Though she had wrapped herself in a warm cloak, her old bones were more than thankful for the extra warmth. Rubbing her hands together, she held them out towards the dancing flames, a small smile on her weathered lips.

Thora, however, did not stop to warm herself. Instead, she grabbed two forked pieces of driftwood and used a third piece to hammer them down into the sand. Then she lifted the cauldron of water and used that third stick as a support to hold the pot over the fire. Only then did she pause to warm up her hands.

'Are you ready, then?' Gothi questioned.

"I don't think I've got a choice at this point," replied Thora with a small laugh. Opening her satchel, she pulled out a bundle of flowers and herbs that had been tied together. "I add these now, right? Then the rest goes in when it starts to boil?"

Gothi shrugged, a mischievous look on her features.

Sighing, Thora bit her tongue before setting the bouquet in the water. Once the water began to boil, she pulled a jar from her satchel and, opening it, slowly poured its contents anti-clockwise around the edge of the water. Almost instantly, the water took on a deep, reddish hue and thickened greatly.

Yet again, she reached into her bag; this time, however, she pulled out a small bundle of mint leaves. Dipping this into the cauldron, she closed her eyes and slowly began to stir the potion with the leaves. Gothi watched her intently, a small smile on her lips as Thora began to recite a spell.

_"__From spear-din or from illness_

_Their pain you shall ease_

_With root of earth and leaf of sky_

_Bring down the fevers, bring down the ache_

_Fill them with warmth and renew their strength_

_You shall keep them from Hel's Gate."_

Thora opened her eyes in time to see a glow fading away from within the potion. She wobbled a bit and Gothi reached over, helping to steady her.

'Are you alright?' she wrote.

"F-Fine," replied Thora. "Just a bit lightheaded."

The elder nodded in understanding. 'That can happen when you're not used to doing magic,' she scratched out. 'At least, this much magic.' Not caring about the temperature of the potion, she dipped her finger into the liquid before tasting the results. It was briny, and yet tart –almost too tart, but when mixed with warm wine, it would mellow. Like most medicinal potions, it had a horrid aftertaste and left the mouth feeling slimy.

Thora held her breath, her tail nervously swishing behind her as she waited for the elder's verdict. She had read over the instructions for the potion at least a dozen times, so she had been relatively confident that she had brewed it correctly. Part of her –a _large_ part of her-, however, argued against logic and brought doubt to her mind.

'For your first potion,' Gothi wrote at last, 'you did fairly well. We'll keep this batch; it'll be needed come winter. But we need to work on your confidence.'

"My confidence?" Thora repeated, a brow rising.

'Yes. Confidence is the key to powerful magic.' She poked Thora's stomach (unable to reach much higher) before wagging her finger in a reproachful manner. 'Remember: If I thought you'd make a poor witch, I wouldn't be teaching you. Trust yourself, child, and you will find your path much easier to traverse.' Very lightly, she tapped the top of her staff against Thora's forehead.

'Now then,' she continued, 'when the potion has cooled, bring it to my hut and we'll bottle it. For now, though, rest a bit. I daresay you need it after imbuing that much magic into such a large brew. I'm heading home –yes, I'll be fine on my own. Rest! I will see you in a couple of hours.' Before Thora had the chance to argue, she turned and started to walk back towards the road.

Shaking her head, Thora removed the cauldron from the heat, nestling it in the sand to cool. She then plopped down and added more wood to the fire, realizing how cold her legs had gotten. As she warmed herself, she could heard the faintest bit of laughter from behind her, but saw nothing when she looked.

'Probably the wind in the grass,' she told herself.

Oh, how wrong she was.

Ruffnut and Tuffnut crawled from their hiding spots, the two of them wearing matching grins. Sand was the perfect terrain for them to sneak up on the girl; it dampened almost any noise made by their hands or knees. The only downside was the sand accumulating in their boots, but that was an easily fixed problem.

They stopped just a foot away from Thora. Ever so slowly, they rose to their feet and readied themselves for the pounce. Ruffnut held up her fist, slowly lifting her fingers one by one until-

"THORA!" they shouted, jumping on the unsuspecting girl.

She let out a roar of surprise and tumbled forward, the twins holding her down.

"Tell us how you made Hiccup so amazing at dragon fighting!" Ruffnut demanded, curling herself around Thora's legs, pinning them together.

"Yeah! And then make _us_ amazing dragon fighters!" Tuffnut added, doing his best to keep Thora's arms immobilized.

"I don't know what you're talkin' about!" snarled Thora. She wreathed against the two teens, doing her best to dislodge them.

Ruffnut winced as Thora's knee slammed into her jaw. "Don't give us that! We know you're the reason Hiccup's so good with dragons!"

"No one as bad as him becomes as good as him without some sort of magic!" Tuffnut cried. Using his weight, he sat on Thora's arms, smirking as he thought he had won.

Rolling her eyes, Thora wrapped her tail around Tuffnut's waist and threw him off her back. He flew a few yards through the air before landing on his back in the sand. "I don't know what the two o' ya are goin' on about!" she snapped, glaring down at Ruffnut as she sat up.

Ruffnut stared up at her, scowling. "Just do the same thing you did to Hiccup to us and no one has to get hurt," she told her. "Except maybe Tuffnut."

"Why me?" he pouted, lifting his head from his spot. "Why not you?"

"Because I'm the pretty one."

At that, Tuffnut snorted. "Yeah right, sister. You're the hideous one."

Thora rolled her eyes, irritated. "Will one o' you just tell me what in Hel's name you two are goin' on about?!" she growled. "I didn't _do_ anything t' Hiccup!"

Frowning, Ruffnut released her legs and sat up. "You…didn't?"

"No!" Standing up, Thora began brushing the sand from her clothes. "Now why in Midgard did the two o' ya go an' tackle me like that!? If I had had a knife or somethin', one o' you would probably be dead, if not severely injured."

Tuffnut shrugged as he sat up. "Would have been cool to watch," he told her.

She gave him a dry look.

"Alright, alright," he sighed theatrically. "We were hoping you'd cast the same spell you put on Hiccup to make us awesome dragon fighters," he explained, standing as well. Going over to Thora, he began plucking small twigs and bits of beach grass out of her hair.

"Yeah, but since you _didn't_ cast any spells on him, we're left with our dreams crushed," Ruffnut added, joining her brother in trying to sort out Thora's hair. "Also, you should really try braiding your hair. It wouldn't get so…so…Tuffnut, help me out here."

"Wild? Untamed? Disheveled?" he offered, his voice taking on an odd scholarly tone.

"Disheveled, that's the one!" she grinned.

Thora cocked her brow and glanced over her shoulder at the siblings. She wasn't quite sure how she felt about them messing with her hair, especially when it rarely behaved when _she _attempted to tame it. "I've tried, but it still ends up a mess. Er…twins? What're you doin'?"

"Attempting to tame this hairy beast," Ruffnut chirped. She pushed Thora over to a log, forcing her to sit down. "Tuffnut, my comb." She held her hand out expectantly.

He gave her a look. "It's on your belt, not mine."

"Oh. Right." She chuckled, reaching into a secret pocket on her belt only to pull out a long, wide-toothed metal comb. She then cracked her knuckles, a smirk on her lips. "Time to get to work!"

"Uh-oh," mumbled Thora. She brought her tail around to her front as Ruffnut began combing her hair out, starting at the bottom. "Is this really necessary?"

"Consider it Ruff's way of apologizing," Tuffnut replied, sitting down in front of her. "She normally does this to me whenever we've had a bad fight."

"It's better than _your _way of apologizing," Ruffnut retorted.

"Hey, who doesn't enjoy a nice eel in their bed?" He looked away, crossing his arms and allowing for a hint of a grin to come to his features. "They're so slimy and cuddly…"

"Er, I don't." Thora peeked behind her, trying to see the work that Ruffnut was doing. "So, ah, about how long are ya goin' t' be back there, Ruff? I have a few things I need t' do before I head back t' my lessons."

Ruffnut frowned as dueled with a particularly nasty knot. "You're not done for the day?"

"Nope. Have t' bottle up that potion later."

As soon as she uttered the word 'potion', Tuffnut's eyes widened and he started crawling towards the cauldron. With a curse, Thora's tail whipped out, catching him by the ankle.

"Hey!" He tried to kick her tail off his leg.

"It's not a dragon fighter potion!" she cried. "It's a health restorin' potion!"

He groaned and flopped backwards onto the ground. "Why are you so boring!? Can't put spells on us, can't make exciting potions…What good are you to us as a Völva if you can't do anything cool?"

She rolled her eyes, feeling her cheeks darken slightly in embarrassment. "As soon as I learn how t' turn people into rats, I'll be sure to make you my first victim," she told him, her voice filled with sarcasm. She smacked her forehead when he lifted his head, a wide grin on his features.

"To answer your earlier question," Ruffnut spoke up, "shouldn't be too much longer. I've got half the knots out now, but I'll need Tuffnut's help for braiding."

Thora's brows rose in surprise. "What? You're tha' far along already?"

She snorted in amusement. "Yeah. I've mastered the art of combing one's hair in a timely fashion."

"She's had to," Tuffnut quipped. "I mean, have you seen her hair in the mornings? Makes Grendel's mother look like a golden goddess."

"I'll, uh, just take your word for it," Thora murmured. She winced as Ruffnut battled a knot closer to her scalp. "Ouch!"

"Never said it was going to be painless."

"Ouch! Son of an axe; I can feel that!" She squirmed slightly, doing her best to not simply yank her head away from Ruffnut. "Next time the two o' ya plan on ambushin' me an' combing out my hair, let me know ahead o' time, alright? At least then I can bring some oils t' make detangling easier…"

Raising his hand into the air, Tuffnut once again adopted his academic voice. "That would defeat its purpose, my good lady! In order to have a proper ambush, one must be left wholly unaware of the situation."

"And the ambushing party must have sufficient concealment before the attack, lest the ambush-ee discover their plan," Ruffnut added, her tone matching her brother's. "In example: Tuffnut and me when we were hiding in the grass."

"Ah, indeed, good sister!" Tuffnut agreed. "Or when we sought concealment behind those barrels near the docks!"

"…The two o' ya have been stalking me since Gothi an' I left her home?"

"Of course, my good Thora!" Ruffnut answered. "How else were we able to so stealthily follow you all this way?" She beckoned for Tuffnut to come over. "Though, I daresay Tuffnut almost blew our cover with his attack of flatulence earlier."

Tuffnut glared at her as he took half of Thora's hair. "Oh excuse me," he growled, his tone losing any intellectual quality. "You try crawling on your stomach for three miles and _not _have to fart. It's impossible."

Ruffnut thwacked him with the other half of Thora's hair. "Well, maybe next time, you'll crawl on your knees like a _normal _person would!"

Tuffnut growled and made to wrap his half of the hair around his sister's head when Thora spoke up.

"Oi! My hair is _not _a weapon!" she snapped.

Ruffnut playfully stuck her tongue out at her brother before beginning to braid her half of the hair. "So…Where're you goin' after this?" she asked after some minutes of silence had passed between them.

"I have t' go t' Mildew's," Thora sighed in reply.

"Mildew's, you say?" the twins chorused.

"Aye. Da' needs me t' pick up some cabbages from him." She then smirked, remembering how much the twins loved to torment the old man and his sheep. With how poorly he treated everyone on the island, she had no qualms about bringing them along. "Want t' come with? I could _really_ use the company." She would have batted her eyelashes if she knew they could see her.

The twins grinned at one another.

"Who are we to let a friend walk such a long road by herself?" Ruffnut pronounced.

"Especially one so dangerous," Tuffnut concurred. "After all, we could be attacked by dragons at any second! We can't let the future Völva of Berk get eaten, can we?"

"Well…we _can_, but I don't think Gobber would like it very much."

Thora rolled her eyes with a small chuckle. "Thanks…"

Soon, the twins stepped back, each admiring their differing handiworks. While Ruffnut had opted for a fast, simple plait, Tuffnut had started his at the top of Thora's head and worked his way down. The braids were fairly well done, though they looked odd when placed together. Not caring about presentation, the twins high-fived.

"Your hair has officially been tamed," Ruffnut announced. "And now we can go to Mildew's!"

Getting to her feet, Thora pulled the braids around to her front and inspected them. "Huh. Not bad," she complimented, finding that they had, indeed, tamed her hair –for now. "Da' always said my hair was too thick t' braid." She went over to the potion and picked up the cauldron.

"Well…yeah. He's only got one hand," scoffed Tuffnut. "We've got two. Er…four? No, no –two…Or _is _it four?"

Ruffnut and Thora stared at him in mild worry as he tried to figure out just what he had meant.

"…Is he going to hurt himself?" Thora quietly asked.

"I hope so." Grabbing the back of her brother's vest, she started to drag him away towards the road. "C'mon! Let's go to Mildew's already!" 

In order to get to Mildew's house, the three teens had to head back through the village and climb up to Puffin Point. It was a bit of a trek from Cowrie Beach, but a fairly easy one. As they drew nearer to the old man's home, which had been built partially atop a large boulder jutting out from a cliff wall, they could see the poorly-tended field of cabbages come into view.

"Yuck," Ruffnut muttered, eyeing the cabbages cautiously. "Why does your dad want cabbage again, Thora?"

"Because my da' knows how t' make them taste good," she replied. "The trick is cuttin' them real thin and then cookin' them with a bit of oil an' vinegar in a big pan."

Tuffnut shook his head. "Nope. Still sounds disgusting."

Nearing the door of the house, the twins ducked behind the wall, smirking as they left Thora to deal with the old man on her own. She pouted at them, trying to earn their pity, but they ushered her forward. Sighing, she knocked on the door.

"What in Midgard?" she could hear from within. "Better not be those annoying twins again. If it is, we'll show 'em who's boss, won't we, Fungus?"

The door was thrown open and Thora found herself staring into the long, thin, and grumpy face of Mildew. He let out a small cry of surprise and jumped backwards, his bushy brows furrowing in distaste. His sheep, Fungus, bleated at the girl in an irritated fashion.

"What in Odin's name is a creature like _you _doing up here?" he scowled.

She held up three silver coins, which caught his attention. "Da' needs cabbages," she replied, her voice cool. "Three o' 'em, if possible."

He eyed her carefully. "Does he now? Gobber's always been quite vocal about his distaste for my lovely vegetables."

"He found a way t' cook them that tastes good."

His nose scrunched up at the mild insult, Mildew held out his hand for the coins. "Well then, be my guest," he told her, the wary look still on his face. As she turned, heading for his field, he stalked after her, wanting to make sure she didn't take more than what she had paid for.

Knowing he was following her, Thora rolled her eyes. She set the cauldron down on the side of the field before going to hunt out three good cabbages.

"So, I've heard word that Gothi's taken you under your wing," Mildew commented when she knelt down to harvest the first cabbage. "An unusual apprenticeship, I must say."

"You're not the only one who thinks that," she replied, keeping a civil tongue. Glancing up, she looked around for the twins, but found no sign of them. 'Ugh, did they actually leave me alone with this jerk?' she thought. 'I thought they loved pranking him…?'

"I'm surprised Gobber and Stoick are lettin' you learn such arts like magic and healing," he continued. "After all, they know how dangerous it can be for a troll to learn magic. I'm honestly shocked that Gobber would risk his _sweet, innocent _daughter's life to such a fate…"

"An' just _what _is that supposed t' mean?" she demanded, getting to her feet. She had picked two cabbages by then; she wasn't entirely sure she was willing to stay long enough to grab a third.

He wore an all-too fake look of surprise. "You mean you don't know?" he gaped. "Why, I would have thought Gobber would have told you! I would have –if you were my daughter, that is."

Thora narrowed her eyes, her upper lip drawn back in a small snarl. "Don't dance 'round the bush, Mildew."

Lightly shrugging, he glanced away. "I merely mean it's fairly common knowledge amongst us adults that when a troll learns magic, it almost always turns out bad in the end." Shrugging a second time, he reached down and gave his sheep a good scratch atop the head. "After all, magic is well-known for turning troll hearts black and their minds greedy." He glanced at her, a bit of his smirk poking out from under his mustache when he saw her brows furrowed in worry.

Thora's mind instantly filled with worry. "That can't be right…" she mumbled, not looking at the old man. "They wouldn't let me if that were the case…"

He patted her shoulder in mock sympathy. "Oh, but I don't think _you'll _end up like that." Mildew started to walk away, waving his hand dismissively. "Oh no, dear –after all, you're only _half_ monster. I'm sure your human side will win out."

"I'm not a monster," Thora quietly growled, her teeth clenched. 'But what if he's right about the magic…?' she thought.

Seemingly from nowhere, the twins appeared on either side of her. Tuffnut was eating a still-steaming leg of yak and Ruffnut had a small loaf of bread in hand. They glared at Mildew's retreating back as they chewed the food they had lifted.

"What a jerk," Tuffnut stated.

"Yeah, no kidding. I wouldn't listen to him if I were you, Thora," Ruffnut added. "He's just trying to tick you off."

Shaking her head, Thora let out a sigh, though her tail continued to nervously flick back and forth low to the ground. "I'm not so much angry as I am worried," she admitted. "I mean, da' an' Uncle Stoick never really talk 'bout…'bout my mum's side, so who am I t' know if what he said isn't true?"

Ruffnut shook her head as she reached down, lifting the handle to the pot. Tuffnut grabbed the other side and the two lifted the cauldron for her. "It's Mildew. He's always tryin' to incite bad reactions from people." The three of them turned their backs to the hut, starting to walk back home.

"That way he can go and complain to Stoick," Tuffnut finished. He offered the leg of yak to Thora, who unconsciously took a large bite from it. "But Stoick's not here and the only person he could complain to just so happens to be your dad."

"Yeah, so he's probably just taking out some anger on you. Also, I'd grab another cabbage if I were you. Three silver for just two is severely overpriced…Hel, a silver for a cabbage is overpriced." She held the bread up to Thora, letting her take a bite before offering it to Tuffnut, who also bit into it. In return, Tuffnut shared the leg with her.

Thora managed a small smile as she used her tail to grab a third sprout as they walked. "Thanks for remindin' me. Guess I got a lil' too worked up…"

Tuffnut shrugged. "The guy did call you a monster. If that had been me, I would have punched him in the face. With my foot." Shuddering, he shook his head. "I don't want to touch his nasty, old face with my hand. I mean, have you seen his beard?" He stuck his tongue out in disgust. "It looks so wiry and crusty…"

"Nah," Thora laughed. "Maybe if Snotlout tries to act like a tough guy later, I'll hit him instead."

"He is perfectly shaped for it," Ruffnut chirped. "And his head makes such a lovely hollow noise when you hit it just right…"

The three of them snickered, Mildew's house disappearing around the bend. Soon, though, the old man let out a howl of anger, loudly cursing the twins' existence. The twins didn't hear it, but Thora cracked up laughing. When she told them of what she had heard, they let out a shout of victory and high-fived one another –though, they refused to tell Thora just what they had done to anger him, besides steal his lunch.

They were in the midst of having a rather pleasant conversation about the many uses of yak butter (Tuffnut's favorite being yak butter parfait) when Astrid suddenly approached them, seething with anger. The three of them cautiously eyed the axe she clutched in her right hand.

"Thora, where is your cousin?" she demanded.

Eyes wide in surprise, Thora shrugged. "I don't know; haven't seen him since last night. Why?"

Astrid let out a frustrated growl and kicked the ground. "How is he so good all of a sudden?! It's not right!"

"He must have started payin' attention in class?" Thora suggested, offering the girl a small, reassuring smile. "An' before you think it –no, I didn't do any sort of magic to him."

"Ugh!" Astrid gripped the shaft of her axe all the harder. "It's not fair! I train my whole life to fight dragons and then he goes and gets good practically overnight! Did you know he's Gobber and Gothi's favorite for the class? He doesn't even really fight! He just…just stands there and looks at the dragons and they fall over!"

"I, ah, don't really know what t' tell ya, Astrid."

"Are you _positive _he hasn't told you anything? Even the smallest thing about some sort of training he's doing?"

She shook her head. "No, he hasn't," she lied. In truth, she knew exactly how Hiccup had become so great, but she wasn't about to let Hiccup get exiled or worse. "By the time we see each other at night, we're both pretty much too tired t' talk."

"Anyway, it's not like you're not the only jealous one," Ruffnut scoffed. "Tuffnut and I have been fighting since we were born and we're not even close to being as good as you _or _Hiccup."

Astrid's cheeks suddenly turned bright red. "Jealous?" she repeated. A sarcastic laugh then left her mouth. "Me? I'm not _jealous_! It's just that Hiccup's been…been cheating somehow! You two know how much I hate cheaters!"

Tuffnut couldn't help but nod in agreement. "You speak the truth. I still have a scar from when you threw me down that hill after I cheated in the three-legged race when we were ten."

Thora cocked her brow. "How d'ya cheat in something like that?"

He grinned proudly. "I used a sheep as my third leg."

"Yeah, and I don't regret it." She looked up at Thora. "If you see Hiccup, tell him I want to talk with him, will you? Or at least find out _something _about what he's been up to." Before Thora could answer her, she turned and walked away.

Thora looked down at the twins, who merely shrugged. "She's really worked up over all this, isn't she?"

"Duh," Ruffnut retorted. "Should see her in class."

"Yeah, it's not very pretty," Tuffnut agreed. He then glanced down at the cauldron he and Ruffnut still held. "So, this thing's getting kind of heavy. Where are we taking it?"

"Actually…If the two o' ya take these cabbages over to my house, I can take it from here," she answered. "Thanks for bringin' it this far for me, though. I appreciate it."

In unison, the twins let out grunts as they set the pot down. "Well, it was either we carry the cabbages or watch you try to carry the three of those _and _the pot," Ruffnut told her.

A disappointed expression suddenly overtook Tuffnut's face. "You mean we could have let her struggle and we didn't? Ah man…I hope Loki isn't disappointed…"

Thora chuckled. "Hey, just because he's the prankster god doesn't mean he doesn't appreciate it when his followers do good deeds," she reassured him, patting his shoulder as he took a cabbage. Ruffnut took the other two. "I do appreciate it, though; even if the two o' ya tackled me earlier."

Ruffnut grinned triumphantly. "Today shall be known as the day we snuck up on Thora," she declared. "An almost impossible feat!"

She rolled her eyes, though still wore a smile. "Yeah, yeah…" 

* * *

><p>Gobber let out a tired sigh as he walked home. While his lessons with the teens had gone fairly well, he had spent the rest of the day preparing obstacles for the next day's class. For some reason, he could spend all day forging weapons or fighting dragons and not feel the least bit tired. But sawing and hammering wood all day? Now that left him exhausted.<p>

Opening the door to the house, he found the fire glowing brightly and the air filled with the scent of cooking food. Thora sat with her back to the hearth, her tail stirring a pot of what looked to be stew while she read from her herbology book. Half his brow rose; the last couple of weeks, he had come home to find her meditating. It was strange seeing her doing something else for once.

"Evenin', lovely," he told her, closing the door behind him. "Hiccup back yet?"

"Hi, da'," she replied. "Not yet." She turned a page in the book and rested her chin on her palm.

"Your hair looks nice," he commented, seeing the braids. Limping over to the fire, he peeked inside the pot, finding it to be mutton stew. "Who did it?" Taking the spoon from her tail, he tasted a bit of the broth before adding a pinch of ground pepper from a clay pot.

She curled her tail around her torso. "Ruff 'n Tuff."

He eyed her warily; she was normally more talkative than this. "Really now? Never would have thought them t' be good with hair." Rounding the fire, he went into the pantry and, taking his hook out, replaced it with his mug. He filled it to the brim with beer before heading back into the main room. "What made ya think o' mutton stew for dinner?"

"Fungus."

Gobber stopped in his tracks, his brow furrowed. "…Fungus?" he slowly repeated.

"Mildew's sheep." She turned another page.

"Ahh," he chuckled, sitting down in his chair. His laughter ceased, however, when he looked down at his daughter and saw that her eyes were red and her cheeks just a touch damp. "…Thora, love, are you alright?"

"Fine, da'."

"Don't be lyin' to your ol' man like that," he gently scolded. "I can see that you were cryin'."

She swallowed hard and tilted her head further downwards, trying to hide her face. "It's nothin'."

"Thora."

"Really, da', it's nothin'."

He gave her an extremely fatherly look, setting his hand on his knee and pointing his mug at her. "Thora Thunderous Gobbersdotter, you tell me the truth right now."

She let out a heavy sigh, mentally cursing. "It's just…just somethin' Mildew said when I went t' get the cabbages from him today," she mumbled.

"An' just what did Mildew say? Did he call ya a monster again? Ya know I gave ya permission t' hit-"

"No," she interrupted. "Well, aye, he did, but it wasn't _that_ that got t' me." She glanced up at Gobber as she bit her tongue, seeing worry on his face. "He said…He said that magic turns trolls evil."

Gobber frowned, anger in his eyes. "Did he now?" he asked, his tone dark.

Thora nodded. "He said magic turns their hearts black an' minds greedy."

"An' why would ya believe a git like him?" He took a long, angry drink from his beer. "Ya know he likes t' stir up trouble."

She shrugged, looking back down at her book. "Well…t' be fair, how am I supposed t' know?" She didn't bother to move her hair when one of the braids fell over her shoulder. "You an' Uncle Stoick never talk 'bout my mum, let alone her people. The only thing I know about the woman is that her name is Greta!" Shifting her position, she pulled her knees to her chest. Somehow, she had managed to look like a small child again.

Gobber winced; the truth of her words stung, but he knew it was his fault. Sighing, he rubbed his face and the back of his neck, glancing away from his daughter. "T' be fair, love, I didn't know her terribly well," he admitted after a moment of silence. "I only met her because she an' her people were helpin' us in a fight against the Romans. Your mum was the leader o' her tribe an' I was Stoick's second-in-command, so we met in the strategy tent."

Thora peeked up at him again. "…She was the leader o' her tribe?"

He nodded. "Aye, she was." A small, reminiscent smile came to his lips. "An' she was the only woman who managed t' woo me."

At that, Thora couldn't help but let out a small laugh. "Only because ya prefer men."

He shrugged, but chuckled. "Doesn't matter; she still wooed me. An' look what happened because o' it." Still smiling, he reached over and tousled her hair. "One o' the best things t' happen t' me."

Thora's cheeks reddened. "Da'…" she mumbled.

Gobber lightly nudged her shoulder. "It's true. An' ya need t' remember that. What Mildew told ya isn't the truth. Aye, there are plenty o' evil trolls out there who can use magic, but your mum? She was as good-hearted as you an' me an' she was a powerful magic user."

She finally pushed the braid back over her shoulder. "What did she look like?"

Leaning back in his seat, he took another drink of his beer. "She was big -at least a good two heads taller 'n me…had your hair color, though her skin was a bit darker. Her tusks were much bigger 'n yours, as were her ears an' tail." He scratched his chin, doing his best to recall the woman's appearance. "Her hair was so wild, it could make yours look straight as a sword." He chuckled. "She was also covered in heaps o' jewelry. Most trolls like their jewelry; I suppose that's why you've taken a likin' to piercing your ears so often."

Thora, her chin resting on her knees watched and listened to her father, turned a bit pink at the mention of her ears. Unconsciously, she ran her finger along one of her ears, feeling the many pieces of metal and bone stuck through the cartilage. "Was she scary t' look at?"

"Scary?" Half his brow rose, but he didn't answer straight away. "Aye, I guess she was at first." He saw his daughter's face fall. "But we got used t' her rather quick, an' even Stoick thought she was pretty for a troll. Then again, he was also comparin' her to his beloved Valka. I had no lady –or man- back here on Berk t' compare her to. But, bein' that she had three husbands, I'd say the trolls found her as beautiful as the goddesses."

Thora's eyes widened. "_Three _husbands?"

"Well, not sure if they were husbands, really, but they were quite obviously her lovers. They were none too happy that she had taken me –a tiny human compared t' them- t' bed with her after the battle."

A mixture of horror and disgust came to Thora's face. "Er…I think that's enough for tha' topic," she murmured.

Gobber burst out laughing when he saw her expression and reached over, patting her atop the head. "Don't you worry, love –those details will forever be private." He wiped a tear of mirth from his eye before easily lifting Thora up and pulling her into a hug. "An' don't you dare worry 'bout magic turnin' you evil, you hear me? Mildew doesn't know what he's talkin' about."

Returning the hug, a small smile came to Thora's lips. "Thanks, da'."

He let out a small sigh, giving her an extra squeeze. "It's my fault, really. I _should _have told ya 'bout her sooner, but…" He shrugged. "I could just never think o' how or find the right time t' do it." An apologetic smile came to his features.

"Well, ya got it done an' over with now," she chuckled. "Does knowin' that make ya feel better?"

"Only if it helped make _you _feel better, love."

She nodded. "It did." She didn't want to admit it, but what Gobber had told her had also filled her with questions. Why did her mother send her away? Did she have any siblings? What were the Hairy Hooligans doing, fighting the Romans? She kept quiet, however, figuring it best to ask about them another time.

Turning back towards the fire, she stirred the stew and tasted the broth. "Did ya add more pepper t' this?" she questioned, brows furrowed.

Gobber looked away innocently. "Perhaps…"

"Da', ya know pepper gets stronger the longer it cooks," she pouted. "Now it'll be too strong."

"Oh, really?"

"Aye!" She lightly thwacked his knee with her tail. "This is why I hide the pepper whenever you cook."

His eyes widened in shock. "You're always tellin' me that we're out!"

"Only because-" She paused, turning her attention to the door. "Hiccup's here."

Not more than half a minute later, the door opened and Hiccup poked his head in. When he saw both Gobber and Thora staring at him, he shrank back and smiled awkwardly.

"Hey there, Gobber, Thora," he spoke, giving them a small wave. "Sorry I'm so late. I got caught up with…things. Yeah. Things." He then spotted the stew, giving him a chance to change the subject. "Oh, is that mutton stew? I sure _love _me some mutton stew!"

"Good, because Thora here made a lot o' it," Gobber chuckled. He watched as Hiccup hurried past him, ducking into the pantry. He knew the boy was hiding something, but, despite being like a second father to him, knew that Hiccup wouldn't tell him. Thora, on the other hand -Hiccup would speak freely to her. 'I can only hope that whatever it is he's been up to lately isn't something dangerous,' he thought, finishing off his beer. 'I just wish he knew he could talk to me…'

When Hiccup came out of the pantry with three bowls in hand, Gobber and Thora thought it best that they eat, too. Thora dished out generous portions and they took their usual spots around the small table. Before he ate, Gobber refilled his mug, as well two others, with beer and set the extra two in front of the teens. Thora snatched hers up and took a long drink while Hiccup busied himself with eating his stew. Gobber was pleased to see the boy eager to eat; lately, he had come back too tired from whatever-it-was-he-did to eat more than a few spoonfuls of dinner.

By the time Gobber had finished eating and found himself ready for bed, the teens were on their third helpings of dinner, though they had greatly slowed down in their eating. Hiccup had propped the Book of Dragons against his half-full beer while Thora held her herbology book in front of her with her tail. It was an amusing sight for him to witness; he knew the other teens on the island wouldn't be caught dead studying, let alone while there was food in front of them.

Kissing the top of Thora's head and tousling Hiccup's hair, he bid the two of them goodnight and headed upstairs.

Thora waited until she heard the creak of Gobber's bed as he got himself situated before setting her book down. "Hiccup, we've got t' talk," she quietly announced.

He looked up from his book, eyes wide in surprise as he came out of his dragon-fueled daze. "Uh…we do…?"

She nodded, moving the Book of Dragons away from him. "Everyone is thinkin' I put some sort o' spell on you."

"They are? Why in Midgard would they think that?" he laughed. He shoved a spoonful of stew into his mouth. "Good stew, by the way."

Her brow rose and she gave him a dry look. "_Apparently_ it's because you've gotten so good with the dragons."

At that, Hiccup's cheeks flamed red and he nearly choked on a piece of mutton. "They what?" he wheezed. "Why? I'm not good with the dragons!"

She leaned back slightly on her stool. "Not only is the whole village talkin' 'bout you, but the twins tackled me, demanding I do the same magic to them. Oh, an' don't get me started on how ticked off Astrid is at ya."

He rubbed the back of his neck. "I don't even _fight_ the dragons though! I don't use the weapons Gobber gives us; I don't harm them at all! I just…" He glanced away, sighing quietly. "I just use what I've learned from Toothless to make sure they don't get hurt."

Thora let out a heavy sigh. "An' that's why everyone is amazed at you. They think you've got weird powers tha' make the dragons listen to ya an' bends them t' your will."

"Well, they couldn't be more wrong."

"But they don't know that. They _can't_ know that." She shook her head. "Just…just tone it down a bit, alright? Let Astrid tackle the dragon tomorrow or mess up somehow, alright?"

His eyes widened in horror. "But if I did that, the dragons will get hurt! I can't let that happen!"

"I know," she calmly told him. "I know, Hiccup. But think about it: You went from zero t' hero in such a short amount o' time, someone's bound t' get too curious. Ya need t' tone it down just a bit –not for your sake, but for Toothless'."

Burying his face in his hands, Hiccup rested his elbows on the table. "Oh gods…I didn't mean for this to happen…"

"I know." She set her hand on his shoulder, giving him a gentle squeeze. "You could always try playin' sick? Skip a few classes?"

He shook his head. "You know how bad I am at acting." He then peeked at her from between his fingers. "Unless you could…"

"I could…what?"

A grin came to his face. "You could make a potion that'll make me sick!"

Groaning, Thora rolled her eyes and let her head fall onto the table with a 'thud'.

Hiccup cringed. "I…take it people have been asking you to do that a lot?"

Turning her head, she stared at her demi-cousin with mild irritation. "No. Just people thinkin' that I can suddenly do all sorts o' magic an' make all sorts o' potions after less than a month o' being under Gothi's tutelage."

He smiled innocently. "Er…Maybe they think quick-learning runs in the family?" he jokingly suggested. He chuckled when she gave him a small nudge.

"Yeah, if only," she replied, a bit of a smile on her lips. "I don't have a way to cheat like you do."

"Cheat? Me? No, never!" A cheeky grin appeared on his lips. "I've just had an excellent tutor is all! Maybe that's all you need?"

She let out a sarcastic laugh. "And where can I find a tutor who teaches better than Gothi?" Getting up, she took her empty bowl into the pantry, Hiccup following behind her. "I mean, it's not like I _can't _do magic just yet…it's just not the magic people want."

Hiccup tilted his head as he took her bowl from her hands, moving to wash it. "So, you haven't tried since the moss incident?"

"Oh, no –I've been practicin'…an' today I made my first potion. But like…I can't turn people into animals or magically make wounds disappear." Leaning against the counter, she picked up a dried sunflower from one of the shelves. She hesitated for a moment, thinking back to Mildew's words from earlier. Shaking her head, she shoved them from her mind.

Hiccup watched as she closed her eyes, though nothing happened at first. He didn't notice Thora's brows crease in concentration or the bit of sweat forming on her forehead. Instead, his mouth fell slack when life started to return to the dried flower. While the stem remained withered and dull, the bright yellow hue returned to petals and they became fuller. Slowly, the stem began to regain vitality as well, though before it could fully return to its living state, Thora's knees gave out.

Darting forward, Hiccup did his best to catch her; their size difference made it a bit of a challenge. Despite that, he managed to help ease her down onto the floor, where she leaned back against the wall.

"Are you alright?" he questioned, brows knitted together in worry.

"Sunflower's a bit harder t' do than lavender," she panted, a triumphant grin on her lips. "Other than that –aye, I'm fine. Just need t' rest a little bit."

Taking the flower from her, Hiccup looked it over. While most of the stem was still very much dead, the bud was entirely alive, leaving him rather surprised by his demi-cousin's accomplishment.

"Thora, do you know how amazing this is?" he questioned. "You just brought a dead plant _back to life_!"

She shook her head. "Only half o' it, but the flower is the part that matters."

He gave her a look. "Way to undersell yourself there, Thora."

Shrugging, she started to push herself onto her feet. She wobbled for a moment, but kept her balance. "It may look amazin' t' you," she replied, "but thanks t' Gothi's constant harping, I know I could do better." She shoved one of the braids over her shoulder. "Kind o' like how Astrid is always sayin' she could do better, even though t' us, she fought like an einherjar at Ragnarök. Or how you say you're not good with dragons, an' yet…" She flashed him a playful smirk, causing him to roll his eyes.

"Alright, I get it." Standing as well, he eyed her cautiously; she still didn't seem entirely stable on her feet. "We should probably get you to bed. I can tell doing that magic took a lot out of you."

Knowing she couldn't lie to him, she nodded. "Aye, it did…so aye, I should probably get t' bed." She blew a stray lock of hair from her face. "But first, you're goin' t' tell me how the modifications ya made t' Toothless' tail turned out."

For a moment, Hiccup gawked at her. "The…modifications?"

She cocked her brow. "Aye? Ya told me a few nights ago that you thought ya came up with a way t' change his tail positions. Don't ya remember?"

"Oh! Those! Yeah, those actually turned out great. It works well with the saddle, too, since it helps hold the wires in place."

"Have ya come up with a way for him t' fly _without _a rider yet?"

At that, his cheeks turned red and he glanced away. "Er…Not…_exactly_."

She gave him a look. "Ya know he's goin' t' need a way t' fly without you, right? It's too dangerous otherwise. What if he gets attacked by another dragon when you're not around?"

Hiccup's gaze turned towards the floor and he slouched forward. "Yeah, you're right…" he mumbled. He was forced to look up as Thora used her tail to lift his chin.

"I know ya don't want t' let him loose," she quietly told him, "but he's a _dragon_. They're wild creatures, not wee puppies who ya can train."

"If you would just come and see him, you'd see otherwise."

She shook her head. "We've been over this, Hiccup. It's too risky if I came with ya. Not t' mention, I'm damned sure that dragon has never seen a troll before. We don't need him attackin' me just because I've got the same size teeth as him."

He pouted. "Only _two _of your teeth are the same size as his," he corrected. "And he wouldn't hurt you! Not if I was there to introduce you."

Again, she shook her head, this time crossing her arms. "I'm sorry Hiccup, but no. I love ya dearly, but I'm not goin' t' meet your dragon. Not _yet_ anyway. Maybe when the hype 'bout the Dragon Master dies does a bit I'll go with ya, but not before then."

Hiccup sighed, rolling his eyes. "You know, sometimes I hate how sensible you are," he grumbled, knowing that she would understand he was joking.

"Well, that just means I'd be a good Wise Woman for ya," she smirked. "Just be lucky I don't have a staff like Gothi or else I'd be hittin' ya upside the head."

"You already do that your tail!"

"Would ya rather I hit ya with a staff, then? I mean, I know where I can get a few…"

He cringed. "I think I'd rather the tail, thank you." Then, his demeanor suddenly changed and he pointed a scolding finger up at Thora. "Aren't you supposed to be going to bed, young lady?" he questioned, his tone amusingly authoritative. When she made to argue, he spun her around and, with some effort, started to push her towards the main room. "It's no use arguing, you're going to bed!"

Thora cracked up. "An' just what makes ya think I'm ready for bed?" she retorted, digging her heels into the floor. She heard Hiccup grunt as he found himself unable to push her further.

"You just nearly fainted when doing magic, that's what!"

Still grinning, she let her body go limp, forcing Hiccup to bear the brunt of her weight. "But I'm feelin' better. Can't ya tell?" Her head flopped back against his shoulder as she looked at him.

He grunted, though also wore a smile. "Oh come on; this isn't fair!" he laughed.

"What's not fair?" She innocently batted her eyes at him as she sunk further towards the ground, bringing Hiccup with her. "I haven't the slightest idea o' what ya mean, dear Hiccup."

Raising his brow, Hiccup braced himself. A shocked curse flew from Thora's mouth as he suddenly lifted her up off the floor, draping her over his shoulder. She was so taken aback by his display of strength that she didn't even protest when he carried her to her hammock and dumped her in it.

"There!" he breathed, wiping his hands together. "Now you're in bed!" He wore a proud grin –and rightly so.

"When in the history o' Midgard did ya get that strong?!" she gaped, staring at him. He was upside down to her, but she didn't seem to notice. "You just lifted _me_ over your shoulder like I was a sack o' cabbages!"

Rotating his arm around until it popped, Hiccup half-shrugged. "I don't know. Maybe it's all the good food you've been feeding me."

"Oh, I doubt that. Your da' feeds ya plenty an' you couldn't lift me then."

"I said '_good'_' food. My dad boils leather and calls it soup."

Thora rolled over, adjusting herself so that she was lying on her stomach within the hammock. "Uncle Stoick can't be _that _bad o' a cook." She watched as Hiccup scattered the logs of the fire, sending minute embers flying upwards. "You've lived this long on his cookin', after all."

He let out a sarcastic laugh. "Remember that time the two of us got dragon pox and had to be quarantined together?"

"Aye?"

"And my dad made us some soup that you said tasted like rotten yak's milk and he said it only tasted that way because you were sick?"

"…Aye?"

"Well, it didn't taste like that just because you were sick. He made it again a few months later and it tasted _worse_."

She stuck her tongue out in disgust. "Oh, yuck…if I had known that, I would have dragged ya down here t' eat. My da' may not be the best cook in the world, but at least his food is edible…Most o' the time."

Hiccup quietly laughed as he crawled into his own hammock. "That is true…Maybe I'll just stay here when my dad gets back. It'll spare me from his bad moods, at least."

Her brow rose as her tail grabbed her blanket, drawing it over herself. "He's not _always _in a bad mood."

"Thora, you've known my dad just as long as I have. When he's not in a 'bad' mood, he's in a 'terrible' mood. Which I'm sure he'll be in when he gets back from trying to find the Dragon's Nest…" He sighed, putting his hands behind his head. Thora quietly giggled, making his brow rise as he glanced at her. "What's so funny?"

"Just a thought," she replied, trying to stifle her laughter. "When the warriors come back, greet your da' at the docks with me flung over your shoulder."

He snorted. "What? Why?"

"It'll show him you're not a talkin' fishbone anymore!"

"Oh, thanks!" he laughed, throwing his pillow at her.

Wiping a tear of mirth from her eye, she tossed his pillow back to him. "But in all seriousness, Hiccup: I'm sure Uncle Stoick will just be thankful t' be back home on Berk with his son."

"I can only hope," he replied, a half-hearted smile on his lips.


	5. Chapter 5

When dawn came, Berk was nothing more than a tiny speck on the horizon, barely visible to the Viking warriors as they sailed home. Of course, all but one of the warriors were fast asleep, their bodies worn and aching after their disastrous attempt at finding the dragon's nest. Three ships had set out, but only one was returning. Luckily, no one had been killed at Helheim's Gate, but the onslaught they had survived left them wary of further attempts to find the dragon nest.

Stoick stood at the back of the ship, his hand on the rudder. He tiredly rubbed his face, allowing himself to lean against the wooden wall. He felt horrible that he had led his people into a fruitless fight, but knowing that they would return home without victory was even more frustrating to him. As such, he had stood vigilantly at the helm, letting his people rest while he continued to work.

After two weeks of sailing in unfavorable conditions, however, even _he _was beginning to feel tired. As the rising sun broke over the horizon, he looped a rope around the rudder and slid down to the deck. He closed his eyes and tilted his head back, seeking just a bit of rest until the crew woke up. Stoick didn't allow himself to sleep just yet, though; instead, he rested his mind by thinking of how life on Berk was going on without them.

'Gobber's bound to have the recruits well-trained by now,' he thought. 'Maybe he's even managed to straighten Hiccup out…?' He chuckled at the thought. 'What am I thinking? The lad's going to be just the same as he ever was: Constantly getting into trouble with his inventions and strange ideas.'

Shifting his position so he sat cross-legged, he let out a heavy sigh. 'I can only hope he hasn't been too much of a pain since I've been gone. And Thora! I pray she's doing well; Berk needs more healers. We've far too many warriors for a meager three healers; a fourth would help. And with how her mum was in battle, I'd much rather she took the peaceful route in life…Aye, she was a fierce ally, but her ruthlessness towards enemies…'

Before he realized it, sleep overtook him. When the first Vikings started to wake up and saw him, they thought it best to let their chieftain sleep; he had gotten so little of it lately. It was only when they were less than half an hour from the shores of Berk that they finally woke him. Stoick was more than a little surprised to find the island looming in the distance, but he smiled nonetheless.

By the time the ship was docked, a few Vikings had come down from the village to greet them. Stoick could see the worry in their faces when they saw how badly damaged the ship was, but as the warriors began to disembark from the ship, he could see relief as well. As he stepped foot on the dock, he saw Gobber walking towards him, a thankful look on the blacksmith's face.

"Well, I trust you found the nest at least?" he questioned as Stoick approached him.

At that, the chieftain's face darkened. "Not even close," he grumbled.

Sighing, Gobber shrugged. "Ah, Excellent."

Stoick glanced at him from the corner of his eye. "I hope you had a little more success than me…"

Gobber coyly looked away, using his hook to scratch his neck. "Well…if by success, you mean tha' your parentin' troubles are over with…then, yes." He blinked, taken aback as a Viking rushed towards them.

"Congratulations, Stoick!" she cried, eyes wide with excitement. "Everyone is _so _relieved!"

Another village joined in. "Out with the old an' in with the new, right?" he chirped.

Yet another added, "No one will miss that ol' nuisance!"

As the confusing congratulatory remarks continued to come, Stoick slowly turned towards Gobber, his face pale with worry. "He's…gone?" he whispered.

Shrugging once more, Gobber lightly took Stoick's shoulder and began to lead him away from the docks. "Aye…most afternoons." Glancing over his shoulder, he quietly chuckled as the villagers informed their families of the sudden change in Hiccup. "But who can blame him? I mean, the life o' a celebrity's _very _rough. He can barely walk through the village without bein' swarmed by his new fans!"

Stoick stopped, gawking at the smith. "_Hiccup?_"

"Who would've thought, eh?" He grinned proudly. "He has this 'way' with the beasts!"

Still thoroughly in shock, Stoick shook his head in disbelief. "You can't mean the same boy."

"What other Hiccup does Berk have? _O' course_ I mean the same lad!" Reaching the top of the docks, he started to guide Stoick towards his home where they could get a drink and catch up. "You should really see him, Stoick –he doesn't even need a weapon t' bring down a dragon."

Taking off his helmet, the chieftain rubbed the top of his head. "Great Odin's Ghost…" he murmured. "I can't say I was expectin' this, to be honest."

"None o' us were," Gobber told him. "The first few classes, I was havin' t' pull him out o' Death's way at least once! I was sure you were goin' t' come back to a dead son." He shook his head, chuckling. "But now he's bringin' dragons down left, right, an' center! Just t'day, he sent a Terrible Terror scurryin' back into its hole with naught but a shield!"

Stoick cocked his brow. "…A Terrible Terror?"

Gobber shrugged, knowing it didn't sound very impressive –after all, Terrible Terrors were some of the smaller dragons. "Not the biggest o' dragons, I know, but I promise you he's fought bigger."

He nodded slowly in understanding. "How did he get so good?"

"No one really knows," he admitted. "He hasn't even told Thora what he's been up to! But my guess is that he's been off doin' extra trainin'. I mean, he has t' be; there's no other explanation."

Stoick let out a sigh. "So long as he hasn't gotten himself killed. That's all that matters."

"Oh, you can't tell me that you're not glad he's finally found his warrior spirit," Gobber scoffed. "You've been prayin' for this day t' come ever since he was born."

If it hadn't been for his beard, Stoick's embarrassment would have been all-too easy to see. Thankfully, however, his beard hid his blush. "I'll have ya know, Gobber-"

"UNCLE STOICK!"

The breath was almost knocked out of him and he stumbled backwards a few feet as a blur of brownish-grey suddenly latched onto him. When he realized who it was clinging to him, he let out a small laugh –especially when he noticed how fast her tail was wagging.

"Thora, lass, you nearly toppled me!" he chuckled, patting her on the back.

Releasing her demi-uncle, Thora stepped back, grinning. "I'm glad you're back, Uncle! Da' an' I were startin' t' get worried 'bout ya, especially when the third week passed by."

Gobber cocked his brow and put his hands on his hips. "Aren't you supposed t' be at your lessons, young lady?"

Her cheeks a reddening a bit, she gave him an innocent smile. "Er…Well…" Glancing over her shoulder, she could see Gothi shaking her head as she walked towards them. "I _was_ at my lessons, but then we got news o' Uncle Stoick's return, so we thought it best t' come check up on things. Ya know, t' see if any injuries needed tendin' to an' the like." She stepped aside as Gothi approached.

The two men respectfully bowed their heads to the elder. 'Good to see you safe,' she wrote in the dirt. 'Your ship, however, looks worse for wear. How were you able to keep it in one piece all the way here?'

He let out a sigh. "Blessings from the gods, that's how. Things…did not go well."

'I had a feeling they wouldn't,' Gothi admitted. 'But I am glad to see that our chief has returned safe and unharmed.' She then offered Stoick a smile. 'I suppose Gobber has told you of Hiccup?'

"He has, though I can hardly believe it," he chuckled. "I can't wait to see him in action. Perhaps I'll watch the class tomorrow."

"You'll have t' arrive early," Gobber warned him. "Practically the whole village shows up t' watch now. There's hardly a spot left open."

'He speaks the truth,' Gothi wrote. 'Hiccup puts on quite a show. I knew he had the potential, but I would have never foreseen the amount!'

Thora bit her tongue as the three adults conversed, her tail lowering slightly. 'Oh, gods…Hiccup, you better have something up your sleeve,' she worriedly thought, staring at the ground. 'With Uncle Stoick being back, I'm not sure we can keep your secret much longer.'

"Thora?" Stoick suddenly asked, snapping his fingers before her face.

Her eyes widened as she snapped out of it. "Hm? Sorry, what was that, Uncle?"

"How are you enjoyin' your lessons?" he questioned again, a brow ever so slightly raised.

"Oh, they're rather fun," she replied. "Hard, but fun. Gothi's already got me brewin' potions."

He looked down at the Völva, an amused grin on his lips. "Is that so? I would have thought you'd be teachin' her the basics first!"

Gothi's brow rose slightly before she wrote in the dirt. 'These are the basics. As time passes, I'll teach her more complex potions and spells. For now, though, she is learning simple healing mixtures.' She dismissively waved her hand.

Thora's cheeks reddened, though she said nothing. 'She calls them simple,' she thought. 'Bet she didn't think so when she was learning how to make them…'

'However,' continued the elder, 'she is showing a lot of promise.' She then looked up, her gaze meeting Thora's. She didn't need to write anything for the teen to understand her; she wanted Thora to show Stoick a bit of what she could do.

Biting her tongue again, she reached into her satchel. As she searched within it, Gobber and Stoick exchanged confused looks. "I'm not very good at it yet," she spoke, finally pulling out some dried lavender and chamomile, "but Gothi says it's a skill she definitely wants me t' master due t' its usefulness." She held the flowers on her palm so that her father and uncle could see.

Stoick's brow rose in skepticism as he slightly leaned forward. He was about to point out how drying flowers was a rather easy skill to master when he suddenly let out a curse of surprise; the flowers had come back to life before his eyes.

"Thor's Hammer!" he cried. "How in Midgard-?!"

"Impressive, isn't it?" Gobber smiled, his chest puffed out in pride. "It's because o' her troll blood! It lets her do things that we humans can't." Reaching over, he ruffled Thora's hair, though he frowned as she wobbled slightly. "Though, it does seem to take a bit o' a toll on her…"

"I'm fine," she assured him, placing her feet a bit farther apart to steady herself. She tucked the now-living plants back in her bag, being careful to not squish them.

There was concern in Stoick's eyes as he looked her over. "Are you sure, Thora? If doin' this sort o' magic is too taxing on you," he glanced at Gothi from the corner of his eye, "perhaps ya should hold off on it for a while? Learn more of the basics first?"

Gothi rolled her eyes before scribbling, 'She must begin practicing right away so that she can build up her strength and endurance.' Shaking her head, she turned towards Thora. 'Don't pay them any heed, child. They're men –they know nothing of magic.'

Thora's cheeks flared red when Gothi added an extra sentence –one not entirely composed of appropriate words. "Gothi…that's my da' an' my uncle you're cursin' there," she murmured, eyes wide.

Gobber leaned over, trying to red what the old woman had written, but Thora had already brushed it away with her tail. Stoick merely sighed; he knew the old woman had a foul vocabulary at times.

Lightly patting Thora's shoulder, he gave her a reassuring smile. "Regardless, I see that you're doin' well," he told her. "I'm sure you'll make a fine Völva for Hiccup when he's chief."

Her cheeks remaining red, Thora looked away from the chief. "Er…I don't know 'bout that…" she mumbled.

Gothi promptly thwacked her upside the head with her staff before shaking it in a scolding fashion.

"Ow! I know, I know –I'm tryin' t' work on it!" Thora yelped, her tail snatching the staff as Gothi made to hit her again. "It's harder than ya think!"

Gobber let out a sigh. "They're tryin' t' work on Thora's self-confidence issues," he quietly explained to Stoick. Setting his hook on his shoulder, he started to lead him away from the two females. "Apparently, confidence is one o' the keys t' Thora bein' able t' do magic easier."

A frown came to Stoick's face. "She's not confident in herself? That's ridiculous! She has all the reasons in the world to be confident. She's a Hairy Hooligan, after all."

"Try tellin' her that when she's been picked on her whole life." Gobber scratched his chin. "Most o' it has stopped since she had her growth spurt, though. Sad t' say, though, it's all gone towards Hiccup…"

"Not anymore, it seems. People have done nothing but praise him since I've been here."

"And with good reason, as you'll see tomorrow morning," he smirked. "It'll bring a tear t' your eye, seein' how good he is! He'll have ya burstin' with pride."

Stoick smiled. "I'm sure he will."

"Now, how 'bout some ale t' celebrate your safe return?" Gobber joked. "Or perhaps some mead in celebration o' your prodigal son?"

He let out a loud, hearty laugh. "How 'bout a mug o' each?" he suggested. "With a side o' salted pork, to make the liquor go down quicker?"

"Aye, that's the spirit!" Gobber thumped him on the back. "I knew I became your friend for a reason!"

Soon enough, they had reached Gobber's hut and each had a mug of good, strong ale in hand as they sat at the table. They were surprisingly quiet as they filled their stomachs with reheated stew and day-old bread, though it was understandable: Stoick hadn't had a properly filling meal for some weeks and Gobber wasn't about to divert a hungry man's attention away from his food.

When the chieftain was working his way through a third bowl of stew and a second mug of ale, Gobber finally broke the silence.

"Not t' bring the mood down or anything," he started, "but did ya make any progress at Helheim's Gate? Maybe a new entrance or a little further into the fog…?"

Dragging a piece of the crusty bread through his soup, Stoick shook his head with a sigh. "None from what I could tell." He popped the bread in his mouth, chewing slowly. "Somehow, it seems that the dragons know we're comin', no matter where we enter from. But they always wait until all the ships are about a quarter mile in."

"No one ever said dragons were dumb creatures," Gobber replied before taking a bite of his stew. "After all, that's why Bork make the Book o' Dragons: T' make sure other Vikings knew just how tricky they could be. An' t', y'know, keep track of all the different kinds o' dragons there are."

Stoick nodded. "True," he agreed, "but it seems almost abnormal how they _always _know."

Gobber shrugged. "Maybe they've got a sort o' patrol? Or maybe some o' the dragons simply nest close t' fog's edge. Only the gods know." He took a long drink from his ale.

"Don't suppose Thora knows any sort o' divination yet?" Stoick asked with a small laugh. "I could never get an answer from Gothi, but maybe she'd be able t' tell me something."

"Ha! No, I'm afraid not." He tore a bit of bread from the loaf. "She will someday, though. Try askin' her in a few years."

He waved his hand. "By then, Hiccup will be chief an' he'll be the one tryin' t' find the nest." Finishing his ale, he wiped his mouth on his arm. "I can only hope the two o' them will be more successful than us."

"Well, they can't do t' much worse than us. Gods help us if they continue gettin' into trouble, though," Gobber snickered. "You know how those two can get."

He nodded again, chortling. "That is true…though as they've gotten older, trouble seems t' find them less an' less –thank the gods." Letting out a sigh, Stoick leaned back in his stool and glanced towards the ceiling, a reminiscing smile on his lips. "It still seems like yesterday we were havin' t' pull Thora off o' Snotlout an' have Gothi tend t' Hiccup's bloodied nose…" Shaking his head, he let out a sigh before drinking from his mug. "They were nigh inseparable back then, weren't they?"

"Oh, aye they were! An' weren't they just the tiniest lil' things Berk has ever seen?" Gobber grinned. "Well…Hiccup's still a bit small, but at least he's bigger now. No more hidin' behind your legs!"

"O' course, that's where he tried to hide whenever he knew he was about to be in trouble," Stoick laughed. "Sometimes, it'd even work, too! I wouldn't find the lad for hours all because he was followin' behind me." He shook his head, grinning as he set his mug back on the table. "Got t' hand it to him, though –he did quite a good job stayin' hidden back there."

Still snickering, Gobber leaned back on his stool. "At least they grew out o' it, eh? Otherwise, I'd still be havin' t' pry Thora off o' the other teens all because they were dumb enough t' make fun o' Hiccup when she was within earshot…"

"Thank the Æsir an' Vanir that's no longer the case, eh?" A somewhat wistful look came to his features as he looked towards the fire, though his gaze seemed to go past it. "Now they're growin' up an' becomin' not just Vikings, but independent people." He glanced at Gobber and let out a small, half-hearted laugh. "Just think, Gobber: Soon, they'll be movin' out an' makin' their own houses an' courtin' other villagers. Before ya know it, we'll be grandfathers!"

Gobber stared into his now-empty mug. "Well, one o' us will be a grandfather," he commented, a slight frown appearing under his mustache. "If Thora continues with her trainin', I won't be expectin' any grandbabies –what with her becomin' a Völva an' all." He sniffed, feeling a tear trying to slip from his eyes. He was able to hold it back, though.

He reached over, comfortingly patting his friend's shoulder. "She has a number o' years left in her before she can acquire the title o' Völva, so there's a chance yet."

Gobber glanced up at him. "Ya think so?"

Stoick would never admit it to anyone –least of all Gobber - but he highly doubted that someone from Berk would take Thora as their wife. She had inherited just a bit too much of Greta's appearance to make a human consider her wife material. "O' course I think so," he expertly lied. "What Viking wouldn't take her for his bride, eh? Not only is she goin' t' be a skilled healer an' magic user, but she's a Hel o' a fighter!"

A small smile came to his friend's lips. "Aye, she is," he agreed. "An' you're right –any Viking worth his salt would be lucky t' have her!"

Thumping him on the back, Stoick grinned. "That's the attitude t' have," he chortled. "I'm sure in a few years, you'll be havin' all sorts o' suitors linin' up at your door askin' t' court her."

Gobber raised his brow and pointed his spoon at Stoick. "Meanwhile, you'll be havin' t' keep all the womenfolk away from Hiccup," he told him. "I've already been hearin' rumors 'bout Nanna Larson thinkin' 'bout askin' Hiccup t' be her partner for Hökunótt."

Stoick's brow rose. "Is that so?" he grinned. "Well, then either Hiccup needs t' take his mind off o' Astrid Hofferson or she needs t' get her head in the game."

Snorting, Gobber lightly shook his head. "Oh, Astrid's far too upset with Hiccup right now t' have even the slightest o' inclinations t' court him. You should see how angry she gets when she doesn't get even one hit on the dragon because he's already disabled it!"

"Is that so? Well, that's a shame. I know Hiccup's had his eye on her for quite some time." Taking the last bit of bread before Gobber could, he used it to clean any remnants of stew from his empty bowl. "But, Nanna would be a good match for him, too. She's gentle, like him. An' from what I've heard, she's quite clever as well."

"Clever is good," Gobber agreed. He then narrowed his eyes and pointed his spoon at Stoick once again. "So long as they're not _too _clever. Then ya risk them becomin' troublesome –like those Thorston twins."

He nodded in agreement. "That is true. Ruffnut and Tuffnut are rather…cunning, though I'm saddened they much rather put their minds t' use by pullin' all those pranks." He let out a sigh and shook his head. "They could have put their minds t' great use, but sometimes the path o' Loki is just too appealing."

"Maybe they wouldn't have gone down it if their da' hadn't been mauled," Gobber suggested. "I mean, you an' I know the challenges o' bein' single parents all too well –imagine havin' t' raise two children while also takin' care o' an injured loved one –all on your own! We barely survived our own children; I don't know how Ylva managed it." He shook his head. "If she just had a bit more help, I'm sure the twins would have ended up more like her an' Bjorn."

Stoick cocked his brow. "I don't know. Those two have always been a handful, even when Bjorn was still around. Then again, they _were _children, so o' course they were a handful," he chuckled. "Just like Hiccup and Thora were for us."

Gobber couldn't help but nod. "True…but at least you lot had both hands t' take care o' them with." He held up his amputated arm before unlocking and detaching the spoon, setting it down on the table. "I'm missin' a limb while she's got an extra one! I tell ya, be thankful Hiccup doesn't have a tail. Nothin' is harder than havin' t' climb into the rafters o' your own home just t' grab your four-year-old daughter who's gaily swingin' by her tail, not carin' how close t' death she is."

Stoick crossed his arms over his chest, giving Gobber an amused look. "If I remember correctly, Gobber, it was _me _ya sent up in the rafters because ya didn't want the ladder slidin' out from under you."

He frowned, a thoughtful look coming to his face. "Was it you?" He tapped his chin, trying to remember the scene, though it was rather hazy thanks to the alcohol coursing its way through his blood. "Huh. Suppose it was." Looking down at his empty tankard, he gave it a small glare. "Guess the ale's a wee bit stronger than I thought it was."

His brow still raised, Stoick laughed. "Must be. Do ya need a refill?" Standing, he grabbed his bowl and his own tankard. "I know I do."

Gobber pushed his mug towards him. "Oh, I guess," he grinned, leaning back. "It can't hurt."

"Well, if ya drink much more, it'll hurt when you get sober," Stoick joked as he headed to the pantry.

He waved his hand dismissively. "Ah, it'll take a lot more than three mugs o' ale t' make me wake up with a hangover."

"Well, it's only early afternoon. We have all day to drink."

Gobber frowned, half his brow rising. "Huh. Well, looks I'll be hurtin' in the mornin' then." 

* * *

><p>A cool, northern breeze was wafting through the village, bringing with it the scent of the forest. Below, the ocean waves crashed against the cliffs, sending a briny spray up into the air. Somewhere far above, a flock of gulls flew by, their squawks echoing throughout the skies.<p>

Thora let out a peaceful sigh as she sat on the porch of Gothi's hut. With her eyes shut, she leaned back against the wall, letting her breathing deepen as she practiced her meditation. Soon, she could feel the familiar coolness filling her fingers and trailing up her arm and her body grew limp with calm. Around her, she began to feel the energies of the earth and-

Enormous roars of excitement suddenly erupted from the Kill Ring, making her jump in surprise and lose all concentration.

'I guess something good happened,' she thought with a frown. Standing up, she walked to the very edge of the porch and tilted her head, trying to catch any snippets. She was too far away, however, and sighed. 'Guess I'll just have to wait for Gothi to tell me…' Very carefully, she leaned over and peered down at the village below. 'If I climb down instead of using the stairs, I could meet her halfway and find out sooner.'

But then she remembered the last time she had climbed down the side of the rock stack and the intense scolding she had received not only from Gothi, but from Gobber as well, about how they were to _never _catch her doing it again. As good of a climber as she was, they said, it was far too dangerous and they didn't want her to fall to her death. She could go into the forest if she wanted to climb things.

With a mischievous smirk and a small shrug, she swung herself over the edge of the porch. 'They're all at the arena anyway,' she thought. 'They'll never know.'

As she descended the rock wall, she made sure to continually look towards the arena; just in case class ended early, she didn't want to be caught. Luck was on her side and class remained in session.

'Not sure why they're afraid of me falling,' she pondered, letting herself slide down an angled bit of cliff. She came to a halt as the ground flattened out –the first of the landings. 'There are more places to grab on here than there are on a tree. And it's easier to hold onto, because there's no bark that can peel away or moss that can make you slip…'

Sliding over the second ledge, she found her climb getting a bit more difficult, as part of the rock curved inwards. As such, she was forced to alter her path, climbing down at an angle rather than a straight line.

'Alright, no longer as easy, but still fun,' she thought with a chuckle.

By the time she was three-quarters of the way down, another cheer had echoed over from the Kill Ring. Thora knew something interesting was happening and almost regretted her choice to stay away from the place –that is, until she remembered how loud it would be. Cringing at the thought, she found herself reaching the final landing. From here, the distance was the same whether she used the ladders or climbed, so she decided it best to take the ladders.

It was a good thing she did, because when she reached the bottom, she could see someone running towards her from the arena. Covering her eyes against the morning sun, she squinted only to find Hiccup running towards her. As he came nearer, she could see a look of pure panic on his face. She felt her stomach drop.

"Thora!" he panted, grabbing her arms. "Oh gods, Thora –you've got to help me!"

"What happened?" she demanded. "What's wrong? Are ya hurt?" As he struggled to breathe, she held him upright, doing her best to see if he had any injuries. "I heard nothin' but cheers from the arena. I didn't think somethin' bad happened!"

With his eyes clenched shut, he shook his head. "Good for everyone _but _me," he told her. "Gothi selected me –_me!_- to kill the dragon tomorrow." He looked up at her, biting his lower lip. "Thora, you _know _I can't kill a dragon, even if it's a Monstrous Nightmare!"

Thora, however, was left silent by the shock.

"You've got to help me," he continued. "I don't know what to do! I can't just…not kill that dragon tomorrow." He stepped away from her and ran his hands through his hair in frustration. "Dad will kill me! Gobber will kill me! The _whole village _would kill me for letting that dragon live!"

Biting her tongue, Thora worriedly watched as her cousin began to pace in front of her. "I know," she finally spoke, "but we both know why Gothi picked ya, Hiccup."

He glanced at her. "Not because I'm good at fighting dragons."

She shook her head. "No, but because ya need no weapons t' bring them down." Letting out a quiet groan, she unconsciously grabbed the hem of her apron and began wringing it. "Alright, so…tomorrow ya fight the dragon."

"Yes."

"But ya _can't _kill the dragon…" She wracked her brain, trying to think of something that would be useful to her cousin's plight. "We could…We could set the Monstrous Nightmare free! Aye –one o' us can sneak into the ring tonight when everyone's asleep an' let the dragon free."

At that, Hiccup gave her a somewhat dry look. "Thora…They would just have me kill a different dragon. Anyway, how are we supposed to cover up a dragon escape?"

She sighed, knowing he was right. "T' be fair, they are _fire-breathin'_ lizards locked up in stone pens with _wooden _doors…" she murmured.

"Gobber lined the inside of the doors with metal," he gently reminded her.

Waving her hand dismissively, she frowned. "That's beside the point." She still held her tongue between her teeth as she did her best to think harder.

"We can't free the dragon…" Hiccup murmured, more to himself than to Thora. "Which means I _will _have to face it tomorrow. How can I do that? Especially with my dad there…?"

Thora's eyes suddenly widened as a thought occurred to her, but she remained silent out of fear. Hiccup, however, recognized this look on his demi-cousin's face. He had seen it many times throughout their lives –mainly when she had come up with a way for them to avoid punishments.

"What? What did you come up with?"

She shook her head. "No. It's too…too risky."

He clasped her shoulders, though he almost had to stand on his tiptoes to do so. "Thora," he quietly urged, "I don't care how dangerous it is. If it keeps that dragon alive, I'll do it."

Swallowing hard, she forced herself to meet his gaze. Past the fear and the panic, she could see that he was filled with a fierce determination that she knew she would be unable to quench. A sigh left her mouth as she finally glanced away.

"Hiccup…you an' Toothless would have t' leave Berk," she quietly told him. "I'm not sure if it'd entirely spare the dragon, but it'd mean that you wouldn't be the one havin' t' kill it."

Hiccup stared at her for a long moment, his mouth slightly agape. When Thora was sure he was about to reject the idea, he took her by surprise. "You're right."

She slumped forward. "I was hoping you'd disagree," she admitted. "But…It's the safest bet. Toothless is the only way for ya t' get off the island unseen an' he can get ya far, far away before any ships are sent out t' look for ya…"

He nodded in agreement. "Then I'll leave today," he told her with a sigh. Rubbing the back of his neck, he stepped back, finding himself also unable to look at her. "I just need to grab a few things and then Toothless and I can get out of here. I'm not sure for how long, though…"

"A few weeks? I don't know, either. Gothi hasn't taught me how t' help my cousin run away." She managed to force a small smile.

Hiccup let out a small laugh. "I don't think that's anything that _anyone _teaches, to be honest," he told her. "Though…Promise me one thing, Thora." She made no reply, but cocked her brow. "If anyone asks, you know nothing. _Absolutely nothing_. I don't want you getting caught up in all this, alright?"

She frowned. "Hiccup-"

"No! No arguments." He gave her a stern look. "This is my problem, not yours. I won't have you getting in trouble because of the stupid things I did." Glancing over his shoulder, he could see the crowd beginning to disperse from the Kill Ring. "Promise me, Thora."

"…I promise," she quietly told him. "But if I find out ya went and got yourself hurt or something, I swear t' Odin, Hiccup Horrendous Haddock the Third, I will come after ya an' make ya regret leaving."

He couldn't help but smile at her. "I know," he chuckled. Pulling her down, he kissed her forehead. "You stay safe, too. Dad won't be happy about this, so do your best to avoid his wrath once it surfaces."

Thora, unable to talk lest she start crying, could only nod.

Peeking over his shoulder again, he sighed. "Alright. I gotta go. Remember: You know _nothing_." He gave her a reassuring smile. "Bye, Thora."

Before she could do anything, he took off running. Turning, she watched him disappear into the village. It was then she began tasting blood and she frowned; she had been biting her tongue so hard, she cut it.

"Ow," she mumbled, raising her hand to her lips. She scrunched her nose up as she found the blood to be trickling down her chin by this point. 'Gothi's going to hit me,' she thought, shaking her head. Spitting on the ground, she tried to wipe her tongue off on her sleeve and, though it somewhat worked, it also left a bad taste in her mouth.

A small yelp left her mouth and she spun around when she felt a light tapping on her shoulder. At first, she saw no one –then she looked down, finding Gothi standing before her, an eyebrow raised. She used the butt of her staff to lightly tap the ground, where she had written something.

"A-aye, I'm fine," Thora replied after reading the message. "Just bit my tongue really hard is all." She prayed to the gods that Gothi believed her; she wasn't the best of liars.

Her brow still raised, Gothi motioned for her to lean down.

"It's fine," Thora assured her. "I've done it often enough that-Ack!"

The old woman had hooked her around the neck with her cane, pulling her down to her level. She lightly smacked Thora's cheek, making the teen open her mouth so she could see what damage she had done. What she saw was not only a bloody mess, but the reason for it: Thanks to her troll blood, Thora's teeth were more pointed and sharp than a human's.

"'Ee? Eh's 'ine!" Thora told her, despite keeping her mouth wide open.

Shaking her head, Gothi pushed her jaw closed and grabbed her wrist. She dragged the girl back up the path to her home, only stopping twice so she could check Thora's tongue. By the time they reached her home, the teen's tongue had stopped bleeding, though blood still stained her chin. Pulling Thora inside, she pointed at a stool, a stern look on her face.

Not wanting to bring about her wrath, Thora sat down and watched the old woman. Swallowing hard, she cringed; the taste of blood still lingered on her tongue. When Gothi thrust a small, wooden cup into her hands, though, she expected things were about to taste far worse.

'Vinegar, mint, and clove,' she wrote. 'Do NOT swallow. Swish it around and then spit it outside. It will sting like Thor's lightning, but it will help.'

Eyeing its contents cautiously, Thora scrunched her nose up before tilting her head back and pouring some of the liquid into her mouth. She almost spat it back out thanks to the foul taste, but managed to swish it around like instructed.

A hoarse laugh left Gothi's throat as she watched the faces Thora made. After a few minutes, the girl rushed outside and she could hear her practically gagging as she spat out the mixture. Shaking her head, she went over to one of her many shelves and pulled down a few jars of burn ointment.

When Thora came back in, wiping her tongue on her sleeve, Gothi was sitting at her table with her hands wrapped around one of the jars. Her eyes were closed and she was silently muttering something to herself; the teen could see a faint glow beneath her palms.

"Whoa," she murmured, eyes widening.

Gothi opened one eye, looking up at the girl. An amused smile came to her lips and she motioned for her to take a seat. 'Today will be fairly easy,' she wrote on a piece of blackened wood. 'I am going to teach you a spell that will –hopefully- strengthen the effects of these medicines.'

"I'm guessin' we're doin' this just in case somethin' goes wrong tomorrow?" Thora questioned, turning over an empty cauldron and using it for her seat. 'Not that tomorrow is actually going to happen if Hiccup left…And I should really have dad make Gothi a few more stools. Sitting on this cauldron is not the more comfortable thing ever.'

Nodding, the old woman slid a jar towards her. 'The spell is simple enough to memorize. As for the magic, it will be somewhat simple. You know how, when you are giving life to dried plants, you envision them returning to their living state?' Thora nodded. 'I want you to do the same, only instead of returning life to plants, you will be thinking of a medicine that heals burns quickly.'

At that, the teen cocked her brow. "Er…that's not the same at all." She winced as Gothi smacked her arm; it didn't hurt, but it was enough to make her shush.

'It is the same process,' Gothi scolded, her brows furrowed as she scribbled with the chalk. 'You concentrate on what you want to happen and, with luck, your magic will make it happen.'

Thora nodded in understanding. "But how will we know if it worked? Neither o' us have burns."

Gothi wrote nothing in reply to her words, but Thora could see the mischievous look in her eye. Instead, she wrote out the spell that would need to be uttered in order to strengthen the medicines. When she finished, she passed the board to Thora, who silently read it over a few times.

"Aye, that's easy," she agreed. "Helps that it's short, too." With a small sigh, she grabbed the jar in front of her and closed her eyes. Before she did anything else, however, she deepened her breathing, managing to calm herself in order to focus better at the task at hand. She did her best to picture herself applying the medicine to a burn on someone's arm, though the person quickly turned into a badly burned Hiccup. Regardless, she furrowed her brows and quietly repeated the spell.

_'__Eir of Asgard, to thee I entreat_

_Strengthen this salve so it may_

_Mend wounds with haste _

_And delay infection's foray'_

Cracking open an eye, she glanced down at her hands. They weren't glowing like Gothi's had done, nor did she feel the familiar cool tingles that normally came when she did magic.

"Did I do it right?" she questioned, turning her attention to the old woman.

She shrugged, still wearing the mischievous look. 'Maybe you did, maybe you didn't. Do you think you did it?'

Thora shook her head. "No…I didn't feel the magic tingles."

'Then do it again. Concentrate harder. You will know when you have done it.'

She watched the teen fix her eyes on the jar and even out her breathing once more. Thora repeated the spell, but once more, nothing happened. She gave it a third try, and still nothing happened. Soon, a bit of blood dribbled from the corner of her mouth and Gothi knew she was biting her tongue in annoyance.

Sighing, the old woman wiped the chalk from her board before writing anew. 'Stop biting your tongue, child!' she scolded. 'Go rinse your mouth out again and then return. We will find out what is keeping you from performing.'

Thora grumbled to herself as she stood, her self-frustration all too evident on her face. Grabbing the cup containing the vinegar mixture, she went outside where she swished it around her mouth before spitting it over the edge of the porch. Her tongue was filled with the stinging of a hundred bees, but she ignored it. Going back inside, she plopped down on the cauldron and read what Gothi had written while she was out.

'You are saying the spell right and I can tell you are trying your best to muster your magic, so it must mean your concentration is the problem,' the board said.

"More than likely," she admitted, slouching forward. Gothi lightly smacked her shoulder and she sat upright. "I'm doin' like ya told me, though: Picturin' the medicine bein' applied to a burn."

Gothi gave her a 'go on' look.

She glanced away, grabbing a lock of her hair to mess with rather than biting her tongue. "It's just, every time I try t' picture _just_ the wound, I end up seein' Hiccup covered in burns instead." Peeking over at Gothi, she let out a sigh and went back to staring at the tabletop.

A look of understanding overtook Gothi's face and she slowly nodded. Reaching over, she comfortingly patted Thora's elbow. 'You're worried about him,' she wrote. 'That is wholly understandable, child. After all, he will be fighting a Monstrous Nightmare tomorrow.'

Thora could only nod. 'No he won't,' she thought, 'but she doesn't know that. And neither does my brain, apparently.'

'However, you cannot allow that worry to consume you,' she continued. 'We are Vikings. It is an occupational hazard of ours to get injured during battle –and that goes for Hiccup as well.'

At that, Thora couldn't help but smile. "Uncle Stoick says that all the time."

Gothi grinned. 'Where do you think he learned it from?' she wrote, her cheekiness clear. 'Now, let's give this another go, shall we?'

Nodding, Thora did the exact same as before, only this time she was able to keep the mental image of an injured Hiccup at bay. As she recited the spell, she could feel the coolness just beginning to touch her fingers. But it disappeared just as quickly as it had come, letting her know it hadn't worked again. However, having felt it even for that brief moment bolstered her confidence and she made a fourth attempt.

Gothi watched and listened as Thora recited the spell, this time speaking slower. A smile spread across her aged face as, sure enough, a gentle light began to glow beneath the girl's palms. When Thora opened her eyes, she lightly clapped her hands together, letting her know she had finally succeeded. 

* * *

><p>"I wonder if he's going to rip its head off?"<p>

"Dude, when has he even made a dragon _bleed_? He's more than likely going to use his weird dragon magic to kill it."

Tuffnut rolled his eyes, scoffing at his sister. "Come _on!_ I mean, his weird dragon powers are cool and all, but he's gotta put on some sort of show tomorrow. The whole village is going to be there. His _dad _is going to be there."

Ruffnut shrugged, dragging a comb through her twin's hair. "I don't know. I mean…If I had to fight a dragon in front of Stoick the Vast, I'd probably go for the quickest method. Sure, it's not flashy, but it means Stoick would stop looking at me sooner."

Cocking his brow, Tuffnut tried to glance back at his sister. "…Why wouldn't you want him looking at you? He's just our chief."

"Duh! That's why." She shuddered. "It's like he's staring into my soul."

Tuffnut rolled his eyes again, but snickered. "Like you even have a soul."

"I do, too, have a soul!" she scolded, trying to fight a knot. His hair was much thicker than hers and wasn't as well-kept, making combing a difficult task.

"No you don't. Remember? You traded me your soul for my plate of dessert when we were five."

Her brow rose. "Uh, no. It was the other way around, with _you _trading me _your _soul for _my_ dessert."

He turned, not caring that he pulled the comb (still in his hair) out of her hands. "No way! You totally gave me your soul!"

She shoved his shoulder. "Stop trying to make yourself cooler than you are. It was your soul that was traded!"

He shoved her back, frowning. "Dude, my soul is worth _way _more than a meager slice of cake and you know it!"

"…Er…souls can't be traded like that, ya sillies."

The twins looked up, both with their fists drawn back and ready to hit the other. They found their mother entering the house, a basket resting in the crook of her arm. "Hi, mom!" they chirped, smiles suddenly overtaking their features as she set the basket on the table.

Ylva shook her head as she reached over, gently pushing her children apart. "Alright, what started the argument this time?" she questioned. Sitting between the two, she grabbed her son's hair, starting to detangle the comb from it.

"Ruffnut thinks Hiccup is going to use his fancy dragon powers in the Kill Ring tomorrow," Tuffnut answered, matter-of-factly.

"And Tuffnut thinks he's going to actually fight the dragon," Ruffnut replied, "which he hasn't actually done at all during classes." She crossed her legs before peeking inside the basket.

"It makes sense!" Tuffnut argued. "His dad is going to be there and he's going to want to prove his worth!"

Ylva sighed, silently asking the gods why her children came out so odd. "I'm going to have t' agree with your sister, Tuff. If Hiccup hasn't done any fightin' so far, why should he suddenly start now?"

Tuffnut pouted. "But his dad…" He flinched as some of his finer, baby hairs were pulled. "Ooww…"

Managing to get the comb free, Ylva lightly rubbed the top of his head before kissing it. "Sorry, son, but real warriors don't show off just because their da' is watching," she chuckled, handing the comb back to Ruffnut.

"See? Told you!" Ruffnut smirked. She frowned slightly as her mother mussed up her freshly combed hair.

"Don't gloat at your brother," Ylva gently scolded. "Now, it'll be gettin' dark soon, which means I've got t' get started on some yak stew. Tuff, will ya help me with the vegetables while Ruff goes t' get us some water?"

"I guess," Tuffnut sighed theatrically. He then adopted his scholar voice. "But only because Ruffnut doesn't know how to properly dice the carrots for optimum softness."

Ruffnut frowned, but also put on her intelligent tone. "I, at least, am aware of how vital fresh, cool water is to the making of yak stew. And, may I add that while you know how to properly dice the carrots, it is _I _who is able to choose the freshest onions when at the market!"

Unable to stop herself, Ylva cracked up. The twins grinned mischievously at one another, knowing just how much their 'smart voices' amused their mother. Reaching over, Ylva patted them both on the head, sighing in content.

"Why the two o' ya went and devoted your lives t' Loki, I'll never know. Ya would have made such wonderful disciples o' Odin or Bragi…"

The twins scrunched their noses up.

"No way," Ruffnut told her mother, picking up a pair of buckets. "Following Odin is for people like Stoick or Gothi." With buckets in hand, she disappeared out the door.

"And being a follower of Bragi is just asking to have a boring life," Tuffnut added. "Rich, yeah, but boring." He headed into the pantry to gather vegetables. "Is Uncle Bucket going to be eatin' with us?"

It was Ylva's turn to roll her eyes as she chuckled. "Ya know, there's more t' life than playing pranks and setting things on fire. And aye, your uncle will be joining us." Pulling the basket over to her, she reached in and pulled out a large yak roast, which she set on a wooden board to make it easier to cut.

"Alright, so yak stew…you'll need thyme, rosemary, wine, and some of those dried bay leaf things, right?" Tuffnut questioned, poking his head out of the pantry.

"As well as salt an' pepper, love. An' don't forget the butter and the flour."

He nodded, despite knowing she couldn't see it. "Yeah, I know. I was just checking the seasonings." Coming out of the pantry, he bore an armful of vegetables and spice jars. These he set on the table, earning a small shake of the head from his mom. "What? It's easier to do just one load," he chuckled.

She was trimming the fat from the meat, tossing it into a wooden bowl. "I know, but one of these days, you're goin' t' drop everythin' and it's going t' be an enormous mess." Glancing up, she watched as Tuffnut started to peel the carrots and her brow rose; he had around ten of the roots in front of him. "Why so many carrots, love?"

He peeked up at her for a second before looking back down at his work. "Uncle Bucket likes carrots," he replied, shrugging. "Figured it's been awhile since he's eaten with us, so…why not?"

Ylva said nothing, but smiled. The twins would never admit it, but she knew well enough how much they adored their Uncle Bucket –even if they did sometimes play their pranks on him. She continued to cut up the roast while Tuffnut made quick work of preparing the vegetables. By the time she had finished dicing the meat, he was already rendering the bits of fat and some pats of butter in the bottom of a large pot.

"Did ya add salt an' pepper t' the flour?" she questioned, peeking into the bowl of flour he had prepared.

"Yes, mom."

"Good. Thank you." She grabbed a handful of meat and made to put it in the bowl of flour, but was forced to stop halfway there as she covered her mouth with the back of her wrist, hiding a yawn.

A small frown came to his lips. "…Long day?" he asked.

She nodded, finally adding the meat into the flour. She tossed it around, making sure to get it thoroughly coated. "Aye. Spent most o' it helpin' Pála make the hard-bread for the winter. Is the pot hot enough yet?"

Tuffnut stuck his hand in the pot, holding it just an inch above the bottom. "Yeah, it's hot," he answer, quickly pulling his hand out and shaking it. "I thought Pála had Egil to help her with that sort of thing?"

"Egil was working on the everyday bread. Stand back; this is goin' t' splatter a bit." She let the floured meat fall into the cauldron, where it began sizzling the instant it touched the hot oil. "With how much you an' your sister like hittin' each other, it should have been the two o' ya helpin' her, not me."

He snickered. "Ruffnut would have ruined it somehow. You know she can't cook or bake to save her life!"

She cocked her brow. "I know. For some reason, the gods thought it funny to bless my _son _with a _woman's_ talent," she teased, her tone dry.

Tuffnut's cheeks turned dark red and he pouted. He opened his mouth to say something, but the door was suddenly opened and Bucket and Ruffnut burst in, Ruffnut sitting proudly atop Bucket's shoulders. She wore a triumphant grin and had her hands on her hips while Bucket held the buckets of water, a content smile on his face.

"Look who I found!" Ruffnut lightly tapped the top of her uncle's bucket. "And he even carried the water back for me!"

"I like helpin'," Bucket replied, still smiling. "Especially when I help people who give me food."

A tender smile came to Ylva's lips. "Ruffnut, get off your uncle," she chuckled. "Thank ya for helpin' her, Bucket. You can set the water over by Tuffnut."

"Anything else I can help with?" he questioned, leaning over so Ruffnut had an easier time getting back to the ground. "I like helping."

"Yeah," Tuffnut said. "I need help makin' sure these carrots taste alright. I mean, I think they taste fine, but that's just me." He offered a piece of the orange root to Bucket, who made a happy noise as he took it and popped it in his mouth.

Still chewing, he nodded eagerly. "Yep, that's a good carrot, it is!" he grinned. "Ruffnut said tonight was yak stew. That carrot is going to taste good in it!"

Tuffnut grinned, moving to stir the meat while his mother went to wash her hands. He didn't see Ruffnut steal a chunk of carrot, otherwise he would have scolded her. "How's the fishing been, Bucket?"

"Oh, good! Very good! Mulch and I brought in lots of salmon this week," he answered, sitting down at the table making sure he was out of the way of Tuffnut and Ylva. "Most of it's being smoked by Hroðgar and Éoforheard, but they're also curing some of it."

Ruffnut sat down across from him. "Good! I've missed smoked salmon. Hey –have you guys caught any haddock?"

He shook his head. "No…the haddock runs are best in spring. But we did manage to pull in a few nets of cod. We would have gotten more, but a Scauldron stole one of our nets." He frowned at the memory and looked down at the table, his expression sad.

Returning from washing her hands, Ylva gently patted his shoulder. "I'm sure ya showed that Scauldron who the real boss o' the ocean is," she told him, kissing his temple.

He perked. "Aye, we did!" he chirped. "Mulch an' I gave it a good thrashin', we did! Oh!" Bucket started fumbling around with a pouch on his belt. Using his hook to hold it open, he carefully reached in with his hand before pulling something out, keeping it hidden in his fist. "I have presents for you all!"

The twins grinned broadly, both leaning over the table and eagerly holding out their hands. Their eyes widened as Bucket dropped a long, thin dragon tooth into each of their palms and they made noises of amazement.

"Those are some o' the teeth I knocked out o' it," he told them, smiling. "I know ya like to sew, so I thought they'd make good needles." He chuckled as the twins each gave him a hug of thanks.

"This will let me finally do something with that shark skin rug I have!" Tuffnut grinned, inspecting the tooth. It was about five inches long and had the slightest curve to it.

"Pft. Like you'll find a use for that old thing," Ruffnut snorted. Her tooth was straighter than Tuffnut's, but it was also longer by about two inches; a little big for a needle, but she could file it down. "That bear skin I have, though –can you say new cloak?!" She let out a small cackle.

As the twins fawned over their new teeth, Bucket reached into his pouch again, this time pulling out a comb made of filed-down dragon teeth. The teeth were bound in place by a strip of bronze engraved with runes of prayer to Freya, goddess of beauty and of magic. He handed it to Ylva, who gave him a curious look.

"An' just what is this for?" she questioned, brow raised.

"I said I had presents for you all," was his simple reply, an innocent smile on his lips.

Taking the comb with a bit of a blush, she grinned. "Well, thank ya, ya ol' codger," she told him. As she put her hair up in a quick bun, using the comb to secure it, she could hear her children snickering between small hisses of pain. "Ya two had best not be poking each other with those teeth or else I'll use 'em t' prick your ears!"

Ruffnut and Tuffnut froze, their eyes widening. Before Ylva could turn around, they had tucked the teeth away on their persons and adopted mildly guiltless expressions. Tuffnut made himself seem further innocent by scooping up the vegetables and adding them to the pot.

"Do I add the seasonings now, mom?" he questioned.

"Aye," she replied, still warily eyeing the twins. "Not too much, mind ya; we can always add more later if it's too bland."

"No such thing as a bland yak stew," Bucket chirped. "At least, when I have it here. But when I eat with Mulch, things are really bland."

Ruffnut raised her brow. "Didn't he like…burn his tongue really badly and now he can't taste?"

Bucket thought for a moment, his brows furrowed in contemplation. "I don't remember," he said after a minute.

"It's not that he burnt his tongue," Ylva corrected, "but rather, he wasn't ever really able t' taste well t' begin with." Standing up, she went to check on Tuffnut's progress with dinner. "Now, you'll want t' add the wine soon. See how the onions are gettin' a bit see-through?"

"Translucent? Yeah," Tuffnut replied, peering into the pot. "Let 'em get a little more clear before I add in the wine?"

She nodded. "Only add 'bout half this bottle, though. Otherwise, it'd be too strong."

"Pfft!" Ruffnut raspberried with a smirk. "You can't have too much wine in something."

Bucket shook his head in disagreement. "Too much wine makes your head hurt," he told her. "And it won't go away until ya go visit Gothi an' have her help ya. Then she scolds ya for drinkin' too much wine. That's when she gets scary." He shuddered at the thought. "Who knew someone so small could be so scary?"

Ylva looked at her twins, remembering when they had been toddlers and it had just been her taking care of them. "Oh, I know all too well how…Only, in my experience, the small folk grew up an' started takin' care o' themselves."

The twins frowned. "Oh, come on, mom –we weren't _that _bad," Ruffnut replied.

"Oh, you think that now. But if ever you raise a set o' twins sent by the Trickster himself, you'll find out just what I mean," Ylva retorted. "Especially when you've no husband left t' help ya!"

Ruffnut looked away from her mother, grumbling under her breath as her cheeks darkened.

"The stew is smellin' good," Bucket commented out of nowhere. "I can't wait 'til it's done; my stomach is already demandin' to be fed."

Ylva glanced over at him as opened the wine bottle for Tuffnut. "After Tuff adds the wine, why don't the three o' ya head outside and spar for a bit or somethin'? That'll help the time pass by faster."

"That we can do!" Tuffnut grinned, stirring the contents of the pot as he poured in the wine. A great cloud of meat-and-wine scented steam rose into the air and he continued to stir for a few minutes, making sure nothing stuck to the bottom of the pot. Then, abandoning the spoon, he went over to the wall, where he grabbed one of two spears. Ruffnut soon joined him, taking the other spear before heading outside, Bucket following behind them like a very large, lost puppy. 

* * *

><p>The sun had long since set when Gothi finally let Thora retire from her lessons that day. Exhausted, the teen descended the long, winding path back down to the village, having to stop often so that she could let out a large yawn. So tired she was that she paid no heed to the gentle sound of wings in the sky above, nor did she notice the large, dragon-shape silhouette as it soared over the village.<p>

'I am so ready for some sleep,' she thought, sliding down a ladder. 'Gothi really pushed me today. So much magic…I hope some of those salves turned out alright.' Shaking her head, she was suddenly forced to lean against the wall as she was thrown off balance. "Whoa, let's not do _that _again," she mumbled, heat filling her cheeks. She was glad no one was around to see that.

When she reached the bottom of the trail, she glanced towards the ocean. She smiled slightly; she had always enjoyed the sight of the stars and tonight they shone rather brightly. Running her hand through her hair, she sighed and continued on her way.

It was as she reached the middle of the village that she was halted by the sight of Astrid darting across the square, a mixture of fear and amazement on her face. She moved too fast for Thora to call out, though she admitted it was probably for the better. Astrid had been nothing but angry ever since Hiccup became 'skilled' in their classes…

'Wonder what she's doing out so late?' thought Thora as she continued on her way. 'No doubt trying to find Hiccup and discover his dragon secrets. Sorry, Astrid; that's a secret he's keeping for a long while…'

As she walked, she noticed how eerily quiet things were. Normally, there was some type of insect or drunkard around to make a bit of noise, but tonight, the air was completely still. It was a good thing, too, because she soon heard footsteps behind her. Her brows furrowing, she ever so slightly turned her head, trying to get a better sense of the creature's size.

'Not terribly big,' she thought, bringing her tail around to her front. She pushed some hair over her shoulder with it before subtly lifting the top of her satchel. A bit of metal glinted in the moonlight, letting her know her dagger was within reach. 'Definitely a human, though. But who would be out tonight, let alone following me? …That's stupid, Thora –you just saw Astrid. But _why _was she out?'

"H-hey! Thora! Psst!"

Her brows nearly became one entity, she frowned so hard. Spinning around, she found Hiccup about two yards away. He timidly smiled at her, waving awkwardly.

"What in Odin's name are ya doin' here?!" she hissed, eyes wide. "You're supposed t' be as far away from Berk as ya can get!"

He rubbed the back of his head, looking away. "Yeah…about that…" He glanced back at her, trying to muster an innocent smile. "Astrid, er…found out about Toothless."

Thora's jaw dropped.

"But! She didn't kill him. Or me!" He grinned triumphantly. "I mean, she probably wanted to at first, but when I took her for a spin around the island, she warmed up to the idea of Toothless not being a dangerous dragon."

Thora tiredly rubbed her face, trying to make sense of his words in her exhausted mind. "So, you're tryin' t' tell me Astrid –the girl who hates dragons just as much as your da', if not more so- is somehow on your side now?"

Hiccup nodded. "Yes. But it's more complicated than that. Thora, we found something –something _big_. The dragons don't steal from us because they want to. They _have _to. There's this enormous dragon on their island-"

"An alpha dragon?" she questioned, a brow rising behind her hands.

"Yeah! An alpha. It _makes _them steal our food, otherwise it eats the other dragons." He ran both hands through his hair, his eyes wide as he glanced between her and the ground. "The normal dragons –they don't get any of it. They're terrified of the alpha!"

Shaking her head, Thora held her hand up to stop him from speaking. "Ya found all this out _tonight_? With _Astrid_?"

He nodded, though stayed quiet until the time when she would lower her hand.

"An' that's why you're not leavin'?"

He held his hand up, wiggling it slightly.

"Then explain –just…a little bit slower, aye?" She rubbed her temple, feeling the beginnings of a headache coming on.

"I'm not leaving because I have a plan," he told her. "I'm going into that arena tomorrow and I'm going to show Berk that we can be friends with the dragons. It's better for us to help them, especially if they're ruled by that…that _thing_."

"But what if that doesn't work?" she frowned. She winced as the mental image of Hiccup, nearly dead from horrible burns and bite marks, filled her mind again.

"It _will _work," he said, his tone reassuring. "I'll make it work. You…You just have to trust me, alright?" He gave her a small smile. "And maybe have some burn ointment ready just in case the dragon burps or something," he added, hoping to lighten the mood a bit.

Thora couldn't stop herself from laughing, making Hiccup sigh in relief. "Hate t' say it, but I've got three jars o' the stuff here in my bag already. Gothi was goin' t' have me be down by the gate for that very reason."

"What? Why isn't she going to be down there?"

She shrugged. "I'm guessin' if ya get hurt, it'll be some sort o' test for me. But if your plan works like ya think it will, we won't have t' worry about that now will we?" She gave him a somewhat scolding look.

Hiccup grinned cheekily. "When have I ever had a plan that didn't work?" he innocently questioned.

"Bein' as I'm not all human, I don't have enough fingers t' count off all your failed ideas," she retorted, crossing her arms. A slight smirk came to her lips as she watched him frown.

"Now that's just cruel," he pouted. "You know very well that a number of my plans have worked over the years! Sure, their executions could have been a bit better, but they-" His voice was suddenly muffled as Thora wrapped her tail around his head a few times.

"Let's save this chat for another time," she yawned, using the back of her hand to cover her mouth. "I'm beyond exhausted an' you need t' get some rest yourself. Not t' mention, ya need t' come up with some excuse t' tell Uncle Stoick as t' why you were out so late."

"Already got one," he chirped when he mouth was freed.

"Oh?"

"I'll tell him I was on a date with Astrid." He rolled his eyes and sighed as Thora burst out into a fit of laughter once more. "What?! It's kind of true! I mean, she did kiss me when we got back."

Thora stopped laughing. "She _kissed _ya?" she gaped.

"On the cheek, but it still counts!"

The giggles returning, Thora wiped a tear of mirth from her eye. "Well, there ya go, Hiccup. Not only are ya a dragon master now, but you're also a lady's man. You've got everythin' ya've ever wanted in life!"

He pouted, giving her a light shove. "Very funny. Man, you really do need some sleep. I haven't seen you this…giggly in a long while."

She covered her mouth again. "Blame Gothi. She made me do magic all day, even when I thought I was goin' t' pass out from exhaustion."

"Well…you do need to build up your endurance, I guess," he said with a shrug. "But you're right…it's late and we both need sleep."

Slowly nodding, Thora fought back another yawn. "Then I guess I'll see ya again in the mornin'," she replied. "Don't stay up all night frettin' 'bout tomorrow, either. You're goin' t' need all your strength tomorrow."

He nodded as well. "Yeah…yeah I will." Running his hand through his hair, he started to turn away from his cousin. "Sleep well, Thora. I'll see you in the morning."

"G'night, Hiccup."

Turning as well, she walked towards her home. As she neared the door, she reached out her hand to open it, but let out a yelp and flung herself backwards as it was yanked open instead.

"Where have ya been, young lady?!" Gobber demanded, frowning deeply.

"Gothi's!" she squeaked, eyes wide and heart racing. "Thor's soiled undies, da'! Ya scared me nearly t' death!" Staring up at her father from the ground, she looked very much like a frightened, feral animal.

He put his hand on his hips, giving her an incredibly fatherly glare as he reached down, hooking the back of her dress. He pulled her to her feet with ease. "I have every right t' scare ya, especially when you're comin' home near midnight!" Stepping aside, he ushered her into the house. "An' ya best not be lyin' about bein' at Gothi's!"

She cocked her brow as she removed her bag, hanging it up near the door. "Da', where else in Midgard would I have been all day?"

"Well, ya are a teenaged girl. You could have been anywhere an' with _anyone_."

Thora stared at her father incredulously. Then she started to giggle. "Ya really think I was out with a boy?" she soon cackled.

He crossed his arms over his chest. "You're at that age!"

Thora continued to laugh as she stumbled past him, heading for her hammock. "Da', that's never goin' t' happen. Only a deranged person would even think about courtin' me."

A large frown came to his features and he furrowed his brow. "An' just why would you think that?"

"Uh, because it's true?" She glanced at him from over her shoulder. "Anyway, all the males my age want t' go out with Astrid, Nanna, or Unnr." Unclasping her apron dress, she tugged it off before hanging it up. "Now, da', I _really _need sleep. Gothi had me doin' magic all day an' I'm exhausted." She smoothed out her tunic before trying to do the same to her hair.

Gobber let out a heavy sigh as she climbed into her hammock, but he knew better than to argue –it was all too obvious she was worn out. Shaking his head, he went over to the fire and, using his hook, pushed the logs apart so the house wouldn't burn down during the night. He turned, finding Thora snuggling down under her blanket; her tail was draped over the edge of the hammock, left to lie partially on the floor.

Leaning over, he lightly scooped up her tail and set it within the hammock before kissing the top of her head. "Don't think I'm not goin' t' finish scoldin' you come morning," he quietly warned with a chuckle.

"I know," she yawned, eyes closed. "G'night, da'."

"Goodnight, lovey."


	6. Chapter 6

**Author's note:** Just wanted to give you all a small warning that there is some graphic imagery towards the end of this chapter. After all, a fight with a giant dragon isn't going to end up as clean as the movie made it.

Also, in reply to Noface: I'm glad you're enjoying the story so far! I probably would have taken a plot line like the one you mentioned, but this story wasn't originally meant to be Dagur/OC ^^; Ah, how my brain works...But I'm glad you like it, regardless!

And with that, this author's note is done. Hope you all enjoy this chapter~

* * *

><p>Gobber was humming one of his favorite songs when Thora woke up. As she lifted her head, peeking out from beneath her blanket, she watched as her father flipped a frying pan. A flat cake went flying into the air, flipping over before landing with a small 'splat' on the hot iron. With a yawn, she slowly pushed herself into a sitting position, not caring in the least when some of her hair fell in her face.<p>

Grabbing an egg, Gobber cracked it into a different pan. "_Oh, I've got my axe an' I've got my mace, an' I love my wife with the ugly face_-"

"_I'm a Viking through an' through_," Thora finished through a yawn.

He turned, a look of surprise on his face. "Well, it's about time ya woke up, lovey!" he chuckled, cracking another egg. "I thought you were goin' t' sleep the whole day away."

As she stretched, she could feel her back realign itself with many cracks and pops. "Not with ya singin' like that, I won't."

"You used t' like my singing," he pouted.

"It's fine –just not when I'm sleepin'." She grinned cheekily at him, using her tail to bat away an eggshell he tossed at her. "I can tell you're in a good mood."

"Oh?" With another flick of his wrist, he flipped the cake out of the pan and onto a plate filled with others of its kind. "How so?"

"You're makin' breakfast." Crawling out of her hammock, she headed towards the back of the house. "Be right back."

Half of Gobber's brow rose as he looked down at the food he had cooking. "How does makin' food mean I'm in a good mood?" he wondered aloud. "I've been doin' most o' the cookin' her whole life!" Shaking his head, he cracked a few more eggs while he waited for Thora to return.

By the time she came back to the main room, he was sliding about six perfectly fried eggs out of the pan and onto a plate. "Are ya goin' t' attempt t' braid your hair today?" he questioned, putting four of the flat cakes alongside the eggs before dolloping a large pat of yak butter atop the pile. As Thora walked by, he handed her the plate.

Her brow rose as she took the plate. "Should I?"

He shrugged. "Well, I mean ya don't have to. But it'd be safer –y'know, just in case the Monstrous Nightmare manages t' shoot some fire at us villagers."

"I won't be up with the rest o' you," she replied, sitting down at the table. "Gothi wants me down at the gate in case o' injuries." Using her tail, she reached over and grabbed a spoon and knife. "But, I guess braidin' my hair would still be a good idea –don't need it tryin' t' get stuck in the gate or on one o' the weapons."

Gobber pointed an egg at her. "Too true, that. An' with how much hair you've got, it'd be a right shame t' have t' cut it all off."

"Truthfully, I wouldn't mind." She ignored her father's shocked expression as she took a large bite of her breakfast. "It's a pain in the arse t' take care o'; if I cut it all off, I wouldn't have t' fight it so much."

"I am _not _lettin' my daughter cut off her beautiful hair!" he scolded. "Especially not when it's not been cut since you were ten! Do ya know how many of your ancestors would have killed t' have hair like yours? Most o' them, that's for sure!"

She giggled through a mouthful of egg. "You're only sayin' that because you've got no hair. Oh! I know: We cut off all my hair an' then _you _can wear it as a wig."

As she burst into fit of laughter, Gobber rolled his eyes. "I'll have ya know, you're grandpappy was entirely hairless an' his father before him had very little hair! Consider yourself blessed t' have so much o' it."

"Sounds like it's only the males in the family who have t' worry. Anyway, I'm sure my mum had more than enough hair t' spare."

"Well…aye…she was a rather hairy woman…" He scratched his chin, thinking back to the last time he saw Greta only to shake his head with a sigh. "But that's beside the point! We're talkin' 'bout my side o' the family; not hers."

Shrugging, Thora took another bite of her food. "Either way, I wouldn't getting my hair cut. _No_, I wouldn't cut it all off, but a few inches would be good."

He shook his head again. "Not happenin'," he retorted, sitting down with his own plate of food. "Y'know, men like a woman with long hair. Means they're healthy!"

She rolled her eyes. "Men also like their women without tusks an' tails. Means they're _normal_. " She looked down at her plate, spearing an egg with her knife before shoving it in her mouth. "Why are ya suddenly so fixed on me findin' a lad, anyway?"

He glanced away from her, chewing a bit of flat cake. "I'm not 'fixed' on ya findin' a lad!" he pouted. "I'm just bein' a dad t' a teenager is all."

"Well, I can promise ya, I'm not 'bout t' sneak out at night t' meet up with a boy or somethin'," she told him, her tone dry. "Especially with how dumb the boys my age are. …Alright, Fishlegs isn't dumb, but still."

Gobber nodded in agreement. "I will say most o' them don't seem good enough for ya, but then again, I've only worked with the recruits. Surely not all the males your age are idiots?"

She shrugged. "Eh…True. Einarr Svenson is alright, though I'm still positive he's only nice t' me because he wants t' apprentice under you."

"Yngling Berg is a nice lad."

"Eh, he's alright, I guess. Don't really know him well." Finishing her breakfast, she got up from the table and carried her dishes into the pantry. "His da' is one o' the ones who's convinced I'm goin' t' turn into a human-eating monster soon, so he does his best t' keep Yingling an' Kenna as far away from me as possible."

"Ugh; he _still _thinks that?" Gobber shook his head. "Fifteen years I've raised ya an' the worse ya've done t' anyone is give Snotlout a couple o' black eyes."

She came out of the pantry, now wielding a large, metal comb. "Well, t' be fair, I did also bite Oswald the Agreeable's son's leg when he tried t' drown Hiccup." Sitting in her hammock, she began the fight against her hair. "So there's that."

He waved his hand dismissively at her. "You were defendin' your kin; that's totally understandable! It's not like any Viking worth their salt hasn't bit someone in battle, anyway. I still remember the one time your Uncle Stoick bit a dragon's toe clean off!"

"…A toe?"

"I know, I know –it doesn't sound very exciting, but ya had t' be there for it." He sighed wistfully. "I still remember it like it was yesterday! We were still young –him in his early twenties, I was closer t' my thirties- an' there was this enormous Deadly Nadder…"

Thora quietly chuckled, shaking her head as Gobber continued on with his tale while she continued to comb her hair. She was surprised; normally, she struggled to untangle the knots. At the moment, however, it was a battle she was easily winning.

'I guess all those oils Gothi has me putting in my hair are helping,' she thought. 'That, and starting from the bottom like Ruffnut told me to do…'

* * *

><p>Three hours later found the entirety of Berk's population gathered around the Kill Ring. Hiccup had yet to be seen that day, leaving Astrid and Thora alone by the gate while Gobber arranged the weapons rack inside the arena. Neither girl spoke; instead, they leaned against either wall, doing their best to avoid making eye contact with the other. Occasionally, however, one of them stole a quick glance at the other before quickly looking away again.<p>

It was Astrid who eventually broke the silence when she noticed Thora going through her satchel. "So…ah, I take it Gothi sent you to be here in her place?"

"Aye." She managed a small, nervous laugh. "Guess she wanted t' stay out o' harm's way." Closing her bag, she bit her tongue and peeked out at the crowd.

The villagers were starting to get antsy.

"…Well, with luck, Hiccup will be victorious and you won't need to heal him."

With Gobber still working on the weapon placements, Thora knew it was safe to speak about Hiccup's plan. "With luck, his crazy plan is goin' t' work an' we can stop killin' dragons." Astrid's eyes widened in shock. "What? Ya honestly think Hiccup wouldn't tell me 'bout Toothless? We tell each other _everythin_'."

"But…" She narrowed her eyes a bit. "How long have you known?"

She shrugged. "A while." The crowd suddenly erupted in a loud chant of 'Hiccup! Hiccup!' and she cringed, covering her ears for a moment.

Both girls turned as the front gate opened just enough to allow Hiccup to enter the stone hallway. He stopped about halfway down, holding his horned helm and looking as nervous as ever. He managed to smile at the girls, though it didn't reach his eyes.

"Hey," was all he said before the crowd went silent. He slouched forward a bit as Stoick began to give a speech.

Thora went over to him, giving him a small nudge on the shoulder with her tail. "You'll be fine," she quietly assured him.

Astrid came over as well. "Be careful with that dragon."

His eyes followed his father's every move. "It's…not the dragon I'm worried about."

"What're ya goin' t' do?" questioned Thora.

"Put an end to this. I have to try." He turned towards them. "Astrid…Thora…If something goes wrong, promise me you'll take care of Toothless. They _can't_ find him."

"I promise," they spoke in unison.

"Just…promise us nothing will go wrong," Astrid continued, concern written on her features.

Before Hiccup could speak, Gobber walked into view. "It's time, Hiccup," he chirped. Despite his pleasant tone, there was worry in his eyes as he looked at the lad. "Knock 'em dead."

As Hiccup exited the hall, Gobber shut the gate. He patted Thora on the shoulder before taking his leave to go stand beside Stoick in the audience. Astrid and Thora were left alone, both waiting with baited breath as Hiccup took his time observing what weapons he would pick.

"A shield's smart," Astrid mumbled, watching him grab one.

"So long as he keeps ahold o' it," agreed Thora.

At last, Hiccup grabbed a dagger and gave a small nod –the sign that he was ready. The crowd suddenly grew silent as the log keeping the Monstrous Nightmare locked away was raised. An explosion of molten fire and scales burst forth as the dragon sought freedom, causing nearly everyone to jump in surprise. It roared at no one in particular before darting around the arena, spewing its liquid fire at the crowd; thankfully, the Vikings knew its tactics well and were able to dodge out of the way.

Then, the dragon saw Hiccup. Slowly, it let the flames covering its body go out before lowered itself to the ground. Its eyes stayed ever fixed on its prey. The dragon recognized Hiccup as kin to the creatures that had locked away, but then he began to shed its weapons. When he tossed aside his metal hat, the dragon realized that this one wasn't like the others-

"Stop the fight!" Stoick's voice rang out. When Hiccup ignored his command, he clenched his teeth and jumped out of his seat. "I SAID, STOP THE FIGHT!" he shouted, slamming his hammer down on the iron bars.

"Oh no," Thora whispered, her eyes wide and her hands instinctively covering her ears.

The dragon snapped at Hiccup before lunging at him, the noise having driven it back into madness.

"HICCUP!" Astrid shouted, clinging onto the gate. She suddenly let go again as it was thrown upwards by Thora.

The two girls darted into the arena, intent on helping Hiccup and ignoring the gate as it slammed shut again. Grabbing a hammer, Astrid threw it at the dragon as it chased Hiccup, managing to hit it on the head. The Monstrous Nightmare roared and changed direction, heading for her. Before the dragon could reach her, however, Thora pulled her out of the way, snarling at the creature.

For a moment, the Monstrous Nightmare stared at her, confused –that noise was most definitely _not_ one made by humans. The roaring of the crowd quickly drove it back into its frenzy and it dove forward only to miss its target as Thora darted past its teeth.

"Over here!" Stoick shouted. He waved at the teens, urging them to come towards him. Astrid was the first and only one to duck into the safety of the hall; the dragon belched forth a stream of fire, stopping Hiccup while its tail swung into Thora, knocking her feet out from under her. Somewhere in the crowd, Gobber was shouting in horror.

With a grunt of pain, Thora got back up in time to see Hiccup get pinned below the Nightmare's foot. Anger and an urge to protect Hiccup filled every fiber of her being and she charged at the Monstrous Nightmare, teeth bared as she shouted at the dragon. A familiar, high-pitched wail filled the air, grabbing her attention and making her stop in her tracks.

"Night Fury!" someone shouted.

There was an explosion. A cloud of smoke and dust suddenly filled the Kill Ring. As it dissipated, two dragons were seen wrestling in the arena while Hiccup coward near the far wall. Kicking the Monstrous Nightmare off of him, Toothless backed up towards his rider, using his body as a shield.

"Odin's beard…" Thora whispered, her eyes wide.

Every time the Nightmare tried to get past Toothless to reach Hiccup, the Night Fury would mirror its movements, stopping it. Finally, the Nightmare backed down when it realized it couldn't get to the human.

But that was when the Vikings started to fill the arena. They ran at Toothless, trying to tackle the dragon to the ground, but Toothless knocked them away with his wings and tail. When they got too close, he kicked them away. Hiccup shouted something and he momentarily stopped –but then he saw the large Viking running towards him, an ax raised above his head.

Thora, seeing Stoick charging at Toothless, darted forward and shouted, trying to stop her uncle. A curse suddenly flew from her mouth as Toothless slammed into her, their combined weight causing them to tumble forward twice before the dragon pinned her to the ground. With his full weight atop her, Thora watched in horror as he started to inhale for a fire blast-

"TOOTHLESS, NO!" Hiccup shouted.

Toothless turned, looking at Hiccup as he let the gasses in his mouth dissipate. He let out a cry as a Viking grabbed his head, yanking him off of Thora and pinning him to the ground. More Vikings jumped atop him, their weight preventing him from moving.

"Don't hurt him!" Hiccup pleaded, but no one heard him as Astrid held him back. "Please! Please, just don't hurt him!"

Stoick glared at the dragon, hatred and anger filling his eyes. He set his ax down. "Put him with the others," he ordered, turning away. Walking over to Astrid and Hiccup, he grabbed his son by the arm, dragging him away from the scene.

"Thora! Oh, gods, Thora –lovey, are ya alright?" Gobber cried, running over to Thora. She had gotten to her feet, but as Gobber drew nearer, he found that she hadn't escaped unscathed. Parts of the left side of her clothing were shredded from the impact with Toothless and she was bleeding from her mouth, shoulder, and hip.

He was so focused on his daughter, he didn't notice how the other Vikings were keeping their distance from her.

Regardless, she didn't seem to notice her injuries. "I'm fine," she told Gobber. "I'm fine, but –but where's Hiccup? Is he hurt? Is anyone hurt?"

He shook his head. "Stoick just took Hiccup off. No doubt t' give him the scoldin' o' a lifetime. No one else is hurt, though." He set his hook on her uninjured shoulder, starting to gently push her through the crowd. "C'mon, lovey, let's get ya t' Gothi-"

She shook her head, unconsciously trying to run her fingers through her hair only to find it still tied back in a braid. "No, no…I'm fine. Really, da'. But I need t' find Hiccup. I need t' make sure he's not hurt."

"Lovey, you're bleedin' from three different parts o' your body. I'm takin' ya t' Gothi."

Pulling away from him, she reached into her satchel and began searching through it –some of the jars had been broken during the fight. Finding an unbroken one, she brought it out and opened it, releasing a strange scent into the air. Gobber watched as she took a good dollop of the contents and smeared them across her arm and hip where the fabric had been torn. She hissed in pain, but the blood stopped flowing.

"There," she told him, capping the jar once more. "All better. Now, if ya don't mind…" Before Gobber had the chance to stop her, she darted away. As she ran she could hear her father yelling after her, but she was more focused on trying to listen for Stoick and Hiccup.

Nearing the village, she was finally able to catch snippets of yelling coming from the Great Hall. At first, things were just a jumble of angry sounds, but as she began to climb the stairs leading to the hall, words –as well as the pain in her hip and mouth- became clearer. She forced herself to slow down, knowing the two angry males would still be there when she reached the top.

"The Dragon!?" she could hear Stoick cry, his tone incredulous. "That's what you're worried about? Not the people you almost killed?! Not your cousin _he _almost killed!?"

"He was just protecting me!" argued Hiccup. "He's not dangerous!"

"They've killed HUNDREDS o' us!"

"And we've killed THOUSANDS OF THEM!" Hiccup shouted; Thora had never heard him use such a tone against his father. "They defend themselves, that's all! They raid us because they have to! If they don't bring enough food back, they'll be eaten themselves." He sighed. "There's something else on their island, dad –it's a dragon like no-"

Thora cringed, stopping as she reached the top. "Bad idea, Hiccup," she whispered. Walking up to the door, she found it ajar; when she tried to look inside, however, she couldn't see much.

"Their island?" Stoick interrupted. "So you've been t' the nest."

"Did I say nest?" Hiccup's tone was back to being timid.

"How did ya find it?!"

"N-No, I didn't. Toothless did. Only a dragon can find the island—Oh no. Oh no, dad-" Thora hurried away from the door as she heard Stoick stalking towards it. "–No! It's not what you think. You don't know what you're up against! It's like _nothing_ you've ever seen. Dad!" Hiccup was begging by now –another tone Thora had never heard from her cousin. "Dad, please! I promise you can't win this one! For once in your life, would you please just listen to me!?"

The words that came out of Stoick's mouth made Thora's eyes instantly fill with tears. "You've thrown your lot in with them. You're not a Viking. You're not my son." Throwing open the doors to the hall, Stoick stepped outside and let the doors clatter shut behind him. "Ready the ships!" he called out, fists clenched at his sides.

Turning, Thora could see that a number of villagers had gathered at the foot of the steps. But her attention was quickly drawn back to her uncle as he laid a hand on her shoulder.

For a moment, he was silent as he looked her over. "Are you badly hurt?" he quietly asked a moment later.

She shook her head, unable to speak after what she had just heard. Stealing at glance up at his face, she could see the pain and hurt in his eyes; she knew he regretted his words, but at the same time, she knew his anger was still too great to humble him into an apology.

"Then I want you t' gather your healing things. Meet us at the docks in an hour."

"Wh-why me?" she managed to squeak out.

"Gothi is too old for this sort o' journey," he replied. "An' Ylva will no doubt be in need o' help." Without another word, he descended the steps, leaving Thora alone on the landing.

When he reached the bottom, she darted inside the hall. She found Hiccup sitting on the ground, his face buried in his knees. Ignoring the pain in her hip, she knelt down beside him and pulled him against her in a tight hug. For many long minutes, all was silent.

"It wasn't supposed to be like this," he finally whispered. "I was so close to showing them…So close…"

"Ya had no idea it'd turn out like this, Hiccup," she quietly told him, gently rubbing his arms.

"Maybe it would have been better if I _had _just run away."

"Ya wouldn't have been able t' run forever."

"But none of this would have happened."

"Aye, but what if somethin' worse was to have happened? What then?"

He sighed. "I don't know. I don't know anything anymore. I just…I'm just a failure at being a Viking."

She kissed the top of his head, giving him an extra squeeze. "Even the gods had t' start from nothin'," she gently reminded him. "For all we know, you could be a great warrior someday."

Hiccup shook his head. "No. Not anymore. You heard dad. He…" His voice caught in his throat and a tear rolled down his cheek. "He disowned me."

"He's upset. When he calms down, he'll forgive ya."

"Not this time. This was my only chance and I messed it up." Biting his tongue, he shook his head and clenched his fists. "He's going to use Toothless to get to the island and try to kill all those dragons. It's not going to work, Thora. I _know_ what's on that island and…and I'm afraid I won't see my dad again after all this."

She bit her tongue. "I'll do my best t' make sure ya do," she murmured.

Frowning, he pulled back slightly, looking at her in confusion. "Wh-what?"

She sighed. "Uncle Stoick's makin' me go with the warriors," she quietly admitted. "He said Ylva's goin' t' need help an' since Gothi's too old…"

"But you're too young!" he argued. "And you're hurt!" His eyes suddenly widened as he realized her face and clothes were covered in blood. "Oh gods, _you're hurt_! Thora, I'm so sorry—you'd be fine if it wasn't-"

She wrapped her tail around his mouth, silencing him as she cocked a brow. "I'm fine," she told him. "They're fairly minor an' I've already thrown some medicine on them. An' I can always get new clothes. But that's not goin' t' change the fact that I'm bein' forced t' go with them." She sighed. "This means I'll be near Toothless –hopefully. Uncle Stoick doesn't know I knew 'bout Toothless yet, so I should be able t' get fairly close t' him at some point." She was able to muster a small, reassuring smile for her cousin. "If…If I can manage it, I'll do my best to help him, alright? I can't make any promises, though."

Hiccup nodded, his mouth still covered by her tail. He said something, but the words were too muffled. "I've told him about you," he repeated when she unwound her tail, "so if you just…told him who you were or that you're my cousin, he should trust you. And I am sorry about him tackling you earlier…"

She shook her head. "I was tryin' t' keep Uncle Stoick from splittin' him in half." She smirked, unknowing to how scary she looked thanks to the blood on her chin. "An' it worked, mind you."

"At your expense, though."

Shrugging, Thora pulled him back into a hug. "I've had worse," she assured him, giving him a small squeeze. "Are you hurt?"

"Physically? No. Just…" He sighed, letting his head fall against her chest, "just emotionally scarred for life."

She kissed the top of his head again. "Things will work out," she murmured. "They always do. Even if everythin' seems t' be goin' t' Hel in a handbasket right now."

"And people always accuse _me_ of being the optimist between the two of us." He let out a small laugh. "I honestly don't know how you're managing it right now."

Thora grinned. "Someone's got t' help ya stop wallowin' in self-pity." She ruffled his hair before letting out a sigh as she heard people shouting outside. "…I guess I better go get my things."

Hiccup watched as she pulled away and stood up, adjusting her bag. "Promise me you'll do you best to stay safe."

"I swear it." Giving him a small nudge with her tail, she headed towards the door. Stopping in the doorway, she sighed and glanced over her shoulder; Hiccup was still watching him. She flashed him a small smile before leaving the Great Hall.

Thanks to Stoick's orders, the village was bursting with life. The warriors ran about, gathering their weapons and armor while the rest did their best to stay out of the way. As Thora headed towards her home, however, she noticed how everyone did their best to stay as far from her as possible. Thinking it was because of the blood on her face, she bit her tongue and tried to wipe her face clean –a tough task, since the blood had long since dried.

Reaching her home, she peeked inside to find the house empty. With a small sigh, she stepped inside and, taking her bag off, carefully spilled its contents onto the table. Many of the jars had been smashed during the run-in with Toothless, but she was glad to find at least three of them unharmed.

"Two burn ointments an' my salve for cuts," she mumbled. Sorting through the rest of the bag's contents, she plucked broken bits of pottery out of the stems of various plants. "As well as lots o' raw lavender an' chamomile. Well, I'm set for burns…I hope Ylva has bandages, because I've got none." She tried to run her hand through her hair, but found it still tied back in a braid. Shaking her head, she carefully repacked her bag before going to the wall near her hammock.

Opening a large chest, she riffled through its contents for a moment before pulling out the clothes Gothi had given her. She went into the pantry and washed the blood from her body before changing, not wanting to risk Gobber accidentally walking in on her. For the most part, the clothes still fit, though the apron dress was painfully tight across her chest and hips.

"Hope she doesn't mind if I alter this," she mumbled as she searched the trunk once more. She pulled out a pair of scissors and snipped the seams along either side of the apron dress. A sigh left her mouth as she found herself able to breathe freely again. Tossing the scissors back into the trunk, she let the lid fall shut before grabbing her bag and leaving the house again.

By the time she reached the docks, the remaining ships had nearly all been outfitted with catapults and filled with as many weapons and Vikings they could carry. Stoick and Gobber stood near the largest vessel –Thora recognized it as the fishing ship belonging to Mulch. As she drew nearer to Stoick and Gobber, she glanced around as she started to hear the warriors whispering.

_"__Why is __**she**__ here?" _

_"__She better just be seein' Gobber off…"_

_"__I'm surprised Stoick didn't have __**her**__ locked up, too…"_

_"__Did ya __**see**__ her in the ring? Absolutely monstrous!"_

She froze, her eyes widening. Swallowing hard, she glanced around but the whispering had stopped when the warriors realized she was within earshot.

"They…they think I should be locked up…?" she mumbled, her tail drooping. "I was protectin' Hiccup…"

"Ah, Thora. There you are."

She looked up at Stoick and Gobber approached her.

"Have you got your medicines an' whatnot?" her uncle questioned.

Nodding, she glanced down at her bag as she pulled it closer to her. "Aye."

"Stoick, I still think she's too young t' be comin' with us," Gobber firmly told him. "She's only fifteen-"

"We were killin' our first dragons by her age," Stoick told him. "An' you know as well as I that her help will be needed." He gave his niece a look of confidence, though she could still see the pain in his eyes. "I have plenty o' faith in Thora an' what she's learned so far."

Gobber let out a heavy sigh. "I'm not sayin' I _don't_ –just, as her father, I think it best she stay here."

"It'll be fine, da'," she quietly told him. "I have t' learn t' tend wounds in battle someday."

Stoick nodded in agreement. "See, Gobber? She knows this is important for more than one reason." He glanced out over the ships before turning around and looking up. He was just in time to see Toothless, bound and chained to a platform, being lowered down from the top of the cliffs.

'Oh gods, Toothless, I'm so sorry…' Thora thought, her eyes widening as she, too, watched as the dragon was lowered.

"Thora, lovey," Gobber murmured, stepping closer to his daughter, "I want ya t' stay on the same ship as me an' Stoick, alright?" He wrapped his arm around her shoulder, starting to lead her towards the ship. "I know it'll put ya close t' the Night Fury, but it can't hurt ya. I just…I just don't want ya out o' my sight, alright?"

"I'm not afraid o' the dragon," she told him.

He gave her a small smile and gently patted her on the shoulder. "Ah, that's my lovey! I knew ya inherited my Viking spirit," he chuckled. "Regardless, though, I don't want ya out o' my sight. An' when the battle starts, I want ya t' stick near Ylva. This isn't her first battle an' she'll be able t' help ya keep your wits about ya."

She nodded, letting out a small sigh as she and Gobber boarded the ship. "Aye, I understand," she replied. "I just…don't think this is a good idea. This whole goin' t' the dragon's nest thing. Somethin' bad is goin' t' happen."

Gobber let out a heavy sigh. "You know your uncle…once his mind's fixed on somethin', he's not one t' let it go," he admitted. "He's stubborn an' boar-headed." Half his brow rose as a strong wind suddenly picked up, blowing in the direction they would be heading. "Huh…"

Thora turned, scanning the cliffs. She could see Gothi standing about halfway up, her eyes shut as she held two young children close to her. Despite her lack of voice, she was moving her mouth, letting Thora know she was the reason for the favorable winds. Whether it was a spell or a prayer to the gods, however, she didn't know.

_"__She __**is **__comin' with us! Why would Stoick risk that!? Didn't he see how she was in the ring?!"_

_"__I always knew she was a monster. D'ya remember what her mother was like on the battlefield? No doubt she'll end up the same –all trolls are like that. Only good for battle they are."_

_"__Great. Now we not only have t' deal with the dragon, but we have t' deal with that beast as well…"_

Thora slammed her hands over her ears. "Shut up, shut up_, shut up_!" she whispered, glancing around for the source of the voices. She could feel tears threatening to spill from her eyes, but she held them back.

Gobber frowned, concerned by Thora's sudden change in demeanor. "What is it? Thora, what's the matter?"

She shook her head. "It's n-nothin'," she mumbled, eyes clenched shut.

"Don't lie, Thora."

"It's nothin'," she repeated. "Just…just a bit o' a headache. All the shoutin' isn't helpin'."

He said nothing, but eyed her cautiously. Gobber knew she was lying, but at the same time, he didn't want to start any arguments –least of all when they were on a ship surrounded by adrenaline-fueled Vikings. Instead, he set his hand on her uninjured shoulder and led her past Toothless to the prow of the ship, making sure to stay out of the way as the warriors began the undocking process.

"This is a fine mess, isn't it?" he sighed once the ship began to move. "Today was supposed t' be a day o' cheer an' celebration. Now it's just…"

"Not," Thora finished for him, leaning forward on the rail. The whispering had stopped again –but she had the feeling she would hear more hushed insults as they time passed.

Gobber sighed heavily, scratching his beard with his hook. "Lovey…I want ya t' be honest with me." His voice was far quieter than normal; so quiet, Thora was positive a human wouldn't hear him if they stood next to him. "Did ya know about Hiccup an' the dragon?"

She glanced at him from the corner of her eye. "…Will I get my hide tanned if I say yes?"

"No." He rubbed his face with a soft curse. "It's too late for me t' do anythin' 'bout it now, anyway." He glanced at her from the corner of his eye. "That's not t' say I'm not disappointed. What if his stunt today meant him gettin' killed? Or you gettin' killed? What would ya have done then, Thora?"

She could taste a blood as she bit her tongue. "Da', if things had gone right-"

"But they didn't, Thora." He gave her a stern look. "An' because o' it, I _almost_ saw my only daughter die."

"But ya didn't," she mumbled, unable to look at Gobber. She leaned over the side of the ship, spitting some blood into the ocean.

"No, but if Hiccup hadn't shouted at the dragon, you'd be nothin' more than a stain on the floor o' the arena."

"Aye, well half the village wishes I _had _become a stain, so at least they'd be happy," she snapped. Realizing she had said that aloud, she stiffened, glad she wasn't facing her father.

Gobber's jaw went slack as he stared at his daughter. "What did ya just say, young lady?" he asked when he had composed himself. When she shook her head and wrapped her tail around herself, he gently forced her to turn around. "Thora. _What _did ya just say t' me?"

The combination of parental sternness and concern in his voice easily made her give up. "I said half the village wishes Toothless did blast me," she mumbled, staring at her feet as she continued to hug herself.

"Why would ya think-"

"They were whisperin', thinkin' I was out o' earshot. They were sayin' Uncle Stoick should have locked me up with the dragons an' that I'm just a monster like me mum. All because I was tryin' t' protect Hiccup from the Monstrous Nightmare." She swallowed hard, still doing her best to fight back tears, but they were beginning to win the battle. "I know I should ignore 'em, da' –I know that. An' most o' the time I can! But callin' me a beast for helpin' Hiccup? Astrid was down there, too, an' they're sayin' nothin' 'bout her because she's _human_!"

Gobber shook his head and opened his mouth to speak, but someone else beat him to it.

"Whoever calls you a beast or a monster needs t' be reminded of what truly makes a person a monster." Both turned, finding Stoick approaching them. "Because you certainly _aren't_ it and jumping into the ring t' protect a loved one from a raging dragon proves that." He set his hands on her shoulders. "You're a Hairy Hooligan, Thora. They may forget that at times, but don't _you _ever forget it."

"Exactly," Gobber agreed. "An' if anyone tries to argue that, they'll have t' get through my fist t' say it."

Stoick cocked his brow as he glanced over at his friend. "Which certainly means they'll be dead before they have the chance t' speak," he chuckled. Turning his attention back to Thora, he gave her a surprisingly gentle hug, taking care to not put pressure on her wounds. "Now. I imagine you'll need time t' gather your magic –meditation, you called it?- so why don't ya do that in the meantime? With these good winds, it should only be a few hours until we reach Helheim's Gate."

She nodded slowly, a hint of a smile on her lips. Even though their words had managed to lift her spirits quite a bit, she still felt self-conscious. As Gobber ruffled her hair and moved to follow Stoick to the back of the ship, she let out a small sigh and sat down, ignoring the mild pain in her hip.

Closing her eyes, she started to focus on the sounds of the waves lapping against the hull, the wind in the sail, and the creaking of the ship. Far above them, gulls squawked as they soared through the sky and the familiar feeling of calm began to wash over her. Something felt off, though; though she felt at peace, she couldn't help but feel like something was staring at her.

Thora opened an eye only to find Toothless staring at her. She gave him a pitying smile.

"I'm sorry they've got ya chained like that," she whispered. His ear –at least, she thought it was his ear- twitched as she spoke and she knew he could hear her. "I wish I could help ya, but…" She glanced over at Stoick and Gobber. "Hiccup's told me 'bout ya."

Toothless seemed to perk, his head tilting ever so slightly to the side.

"He's really fond o' ya," she continued. "Pretty sure he considers ya his best friend now." She let out a quiet laugh. "Funny, because I thought _I _was his best friend. But I suppose it's a bit hard t' compete with a Night Fury."

What looked like amusement filled his eyes.

"By the way…about earlier: I know it was an accident. Ya didn't know who I was at the time other than some big oaf with a tail." She fell quietly, pretending to meditate as a pair of warriors drew near. They soon left again, having grabbed some shields to inspect. A sigh left her mouth as she leaned back against the wood of the ship. "I will say ya had me pretty scared, but I would imagine it's nothin' like what you're feelin' now."

Toothless' ears lowered and he looked down at the deck, letting his head slump slightly.

"Things will get better," she sighed, staring out towards the horizon. "I mean, they certainly can't get much worse…"

* * *

><p>Nearly two hours later found them approaching the seemingly impenetrable wall of smoke and fog that was Helheim's Gate. Normally, the air grew colder when fog rolled in, but as the ship sailed into the cloud, it became warm and humid. Despite the temperature change, Stoick stood at the helm, his eyes focused on Toothless as he waited for the dragon to make any sign of movement.<p>

Thora let out a quiet sigh as she stood next to her father. "How is he sure Toothless will know how t' get t' the island?" she quietly asked him.

He shrugged. "No idea, to be honest. I guess Stoick will know when it happens."

Her skin paled as they drifted by a wrecked ship. It was dangling from a sea stack far above the water. "So long as we don't end up like that ship…"

"Huh. Was wonderin' where that went…"

A soft buzzing noise, almost like a fly, filled her ears and she scrunched her nose up. She swatted near her ears with her tail, thinking one of the bugs had somehow gotten near her. The noise persisted, though, but it never got any louder.

The ship suddenly listed to port, nearly sending Gobber and Thora overboard. Luckily, they were able to regain their balance. Turning, Gobber could see Toothless staring skyward. As he turned his head to the right, so, too, did the ship.

"Guess we know how Stoick's goin' t' find the island," Gobber muttered under his breath. He cursed as the ship was sharply turned yet again; this time he held onto the rail in order to keep himself steady.

The path through the sea stacks was full of twists and turns. Despite that, only a short amount of time had passed before their boats slid up onto a long, pebbled beach. The smog that had hidden their path was now gone, allowing the Vikings to see that they had landed at the base of an enormous volcano. The sides were sheer, allowing for rivers of lava to ooze their way down the rock and into the waters surrounding the island.

The buzzing in Thora's ears continued, though it remained soft.

She hopped out of the ship, staying close to Gobber and Stoick. All around them, Vikings were filling the beach as more and more ships slid ashore. When there was no room left for a ship to come aground, boards were placed between vessels, making a sort of bridge for the stragglers in the back. Many of the Vikings began bringing catapults ashore or sharpening the ends of logs, though a few gathered around Stoick to learn of the plan.

"Aim for the middle o' the cliff," he told them, using a sword to draw on the ground. "The combined force of all the catapults should be enough. Then, I want everyone t' get their weapons at the ready. When we crack this mountain open, all Hel is goin' t' break loose."

"In my undies," Gobber chirped, not caring about the disgusted looks the other gave him. "Good thing I brought extras."

Staring at her dad in a mixture of embarrassment and disgust, Thora failed to notice the woman approaching her. She jumped, not having expected the hand that was set on her shoulder.

"C'mon, lass," said Ylva. "Us healers don't risk stayin' in the front lines. We stick t' the back." She started to lead the teen away from the group of warriors.

"But…" She glanced over her shoulder, at her father and uncle.

"It's because we don't want t' risk gettin' ourselves hurt before we can tend t' the others," she explained. She pushed a stray lock of hair behind her ear. "What sort o' supplies did you bring?"

Thora unconsciously grabbed the cover of her satchel. "I've got some raw lavender an' chamomile as well as burn ointment an' some general wound salve…But not much o' it. I didn't have time t' run t' Gothi's t' get more."

"With Odin's luck, we won't have need for much." She sighed and kneeled down beside her own bag, beginning to unpack it. "I've got bandages and burn ointment as well –figured we'd need the most o' those, what with this bein' a dragon's nest- but I've also got some powdered yarrow, powdered birch bark, an' some nightshade."

Thora's eyes shot open. "Nightshade? As in _Deadly _Nightshade?"

Nodding, Ylva pulled a few jars out of her pack, lining them up. "Aye, the very one. When it's highly diluted, it works well for a painkiller." She glanced over her shoulder at the warriors as they continued their preparations before chuckling. "Gothi probably hasn't told ya this, but a lot o' these big, tough Viking men become total babes when their wounds are healing."

"That I believe. I've seen my da' sick an' he does nothin' but whine the whole time." She took a few rolls of bandages as Ylva offered them to her. "Uncle Stoick, not so much, but Odin's beard, da' just won't shush."

Her words made Ylva laugh. "That I do not doubt. Luckily, Bucket doesn't complain much when he's ill, but Æsir help us if a storm's comin'." She sorted through the jars before picking up two of them, also handing them to Thora. "Powdered yarrow in the green; nightshade in the black. On bad wounds, dip your finger in the nightshade mixture before lightly dabbing it over the injury."

Nodding in understanding, Thora added them to her bag. "An' I know what t' do with the yarrow," she spoke before Ylva. She jumped as the nearest catapult was suddenly released.

Spinning around, she watched as the rest joined suit. One by one, a score of massive boulders were flung into the wall of the volcano. With each hit, a new crack was created until the wall crumbled into a pile at the volcano's base.

The buzzing in Thora's ears suddenly stopped.

Stoick climbed up to the hole before motioning to the only catapult that hadn't yet fired. Its load was lit on fire before it was sent flying through the air and over Stoick's head. As it fell ever downward, Stoick saw hundreds upon hundreds of dragons filling the cavern.

He let out a mighty roar and charged forward as the dragons took flight. On the beach, the Vikings attempted to reach the dragons with their weapons, but failed miserably as their enemy simply flew out of reach. Victorious shouts filled the air, the warriors believing they had vanquished the dragons once and for all.

But the worst was yet to come.

Realizing that the dragons weren't flying away in fear of _them_, Stoick frowned and turned towards the cheering army. "This isn't over!" he shouted. "Form your ranks an' stay together!"

Something enormous thundered from deep within the chamber and his eyes widened in fear; whatever it was had been large enough to blast him with its hot breath. He heard someone yell at him, but he didn't know who. He only knew he had to get out of there and, so, he ran.

"Get clear!" he shouted, hearing the mountain behind him crumble as it was torn asunder.

Panicked cries filled his ears as a positively gigantic dragon clawed its way out of the mountain.

"Beard of Thor!" Gobber cried, eyes wide. "What is THAT!?"

"Odin help us," Stoick mumbled, now knowing his son had been right. "Catapults!"

Those Vikings manning the catapults fired their weapons, but the stones did little more than annoy the beast. It reached down and snatched up one of the catapults in its mouth, easily crushing the device in its jaws. Then, spotting the ships grounded on its shore, it breathed its fire. Back and forth it shook its head, destroying as much as it could.

"Oh gods, help us," Thora mumbled, watching as the dragon wreaked havoc. Swallowing hard, she forced herself to look away, knowing she had to find and help anyone that was injured.

As Stoick called for the warriors to head to the far side of the island, she found her first group of injured Vikings. Most of them had burns covering their arms and faces, though one had a large gash across his chest while another had a broken leg. The burns she was able to tend to with ease –they were relatively minor given the situation- but the other two were more difficult.

She sprinkled the powdered yarrow over the gash, letting it staunch the blood flow before putting a light coating of the wound salve over it. "How do ya feel?" she questioned, beginning to bandage his chest.

"It just hurts," he grunted in reply. "Stings like Thor's lightning, but nothin' too bad."

"Good –means ya can help Sven here when I'm done with him." She turned to the other warrior, who, save for a rather impressive mustache, was entirely bald. He said nothing as she covered a burn on his arm in ointment, but winced and hissed in pain as she felt along his leg for the source of the break.

It was as she found the break in the bone that she realized Gothi hadn't yet taught her how to set bones.

'Oh gods, what do I do?' she thought, eyes wide. 'Oh gods…uh…Splint! I need to splint it.' She looked around for anything that could be used as a splint.

"Hand me your spear!" she ordered the Viking with the chest wound.

He did as instructed only to let out a curse of anger when she broke it in half over her knee. "What're you doin'!?" he snapped. "That was a perfectly good spear!"

"Puttin' it t' better use by makin' a splint," she bit back. Placing the spear halves on either side of Sven's legs, she pulled out another roll of bandages. "This is goin' t' hurt, Sven, an' I'm sorry 'bout that."

Sven said nothing, only cringing as she bound the spear to his leg.

"Help him get t' the other side o' the island," she instructed the other Viking when she finished. Before he had the chance to respond, she darted off.

'I hope I did that right,' she thought, rushing over to a woman. She had gotten pinned beneath a mast from one of the ships the dragon had smashed. Thankfully, she hadn't been hurt –just trapped; with their combined efforts, they were able to lift the mast off of her. The woman thanked her and ran off.

Turning, Thora looked towards the ships for any injured persons. Instead, she froze in horror.

"Oh my gods," she whispered. "No…no, no, no…oh gods…"

Four bodies were washed up on the shore. One body was burnt beyond recognition; another was also burnt, but she knew him to be Scornlout Jorgenson, uncle of Snotlout. Though half his face was charred, his eyes stared skyward in fear, as if begging someone to help him. The other two bodies also had burns, though not nearly as bad. The skull of one –Gerta Swansong, one of Stoick's generals- had been smashed in. The fourth body, however, looked entirely unhurt.

Thora had seen death before, but it had never been like this. Old age or illness had been the ones to claim the deceased. Her stomach churned at the sight and she almost threw up, but, with great effort, she was able to keep the contents of her stomach down.

Unsteadily, she forced herself forward. Kneeling beside the unhurt Viking –she recognized him as Beorn Ingerman, Fishlegs' older brother- she pressed her head against his chest, listening for a heartbeat. There was a faint thumping within his chest, but he wasn't breathing. Judging by how much more wet he was compared to the other three, Thora knew he had drowned.

Gothi hadn't taught her what to do for a drowning victim, but she recalled a time when she, Hiccup, and another boy –Dagur, the son of the Berserker chieftain- had been swimming. Dagur had nearly drowned Hiccup, but Stoick had managed to revive him by pressing on his chest and forcing air into his lungs.

"Please work…" Thora mumbled, tearing the scale-mail tunic off of Beorn. She started to push down on the middle of Beorn's chest, feeling his body twitch as she did so. After about five pushes, she stopped and, pinching his nose, breathed into his mouth. This she did three more times, eventually feeling his sternum break under the constant pressure she was applying.

"C'mon, work," she quietly begged, starting to push on his chest for a fourth time. "Work, gods damn it! Please!"

She was about to breathe into his mouth when Beorn started coughing. Her eyes widening, she rolled him onto his side, not caring when he threw up a mixture of bile and seawater onto her lap. Thanking the gods, she reached around and rubbed Beorn on the back, doing her best to ease him as he continued to throw up.

When he finally finished puking and had caught his breath, he looked at her in amazement. "Y…you saved me," he gawked.

"A-aye?" Her brows furrowed slightly.

He shook his head, his eyes clenched shut as he hit his forehead. "Oh gods, forgive me. I was so stupid! Thora, I'm sorry –I know ya could hear us earlier an' I'm so sorry. I was scared an' upset when I was sayin' those things. I swear, if I could take 'em all back, I would-"

"Wait, what?" She tilted her head slightly, confused. "What are ya—_Oh_."

He was one of the owners of the whispers.

"I'm so sorry," he repeated, pure sincerity in his eyes. "I swear t' Odin that I'll never speak ill o' you again, an' if I hear someone speakin' bad o' you-"

She silenced him with her tail. "Now's not the time. Can ya walk?"

He nodded.

"Then I want ya t' go t' the other side o' the island." She glanced over her shoulder at the dragon just in time to see it snatch up a man in its teeth. She cringed. "It's safer there than it is here."

Again, he nodded and she unwrapped her tail from his face. As he ran off, she was met by the sight of the charred bodies once more. This time, she did throw up.

"Look at us! We're on dragons! _We're on DRAGONS!_"

Her brows furrowing, Thora looked up in time to see the teen recruits flying overhead. "Odin's undies…" she mumbled, eyes widening as she wiped her mouth on her sleeve.

A grin slowly spread across her face and she stood up, watching as Hiccup gave orders from the back of a Deadly Nadder driven by Astrid. The twins, of course, were riding on the necks of a Hideous Zippleback while Fishlegs hovered on the Gronckle. Snotlout was on the Monstrous Nightmare, who seemed to have recovered nicely from the battle earlier that day. The group flew apart, Astrid flying Hiccup over the burning ships while Snotlout and Fishlegs flew to either side of the giant dragon's head.

"Troll!" Tuffnut shouted as he and Ruffnut circled around its face.

"Butt-elf!" Ruffnut cackled.

"Bride of Grendel!" Tuffnut threw one last insult as they flew out of range.

"Thora! Over here!"

She pulled her gaze away from the flying teens and looked around. She saw Ylva waving at her from the far end of the beach and she started running towards her. Someone was lying on the ground –who, she couldn't yet tell- and she could hear them groaning in pain. Drawing nearer, Thora could see Ylva's hands covered in blood as she worked to repair whatever damage was on the Viking.

"Mildew's daughter, Linnea," Ylva explained as Thora slid to her knees beside them. "She got hit with tons o' splinters when that monster smashed one o' the ships an' they've all but ripped her apart. I need your help removin' all the splinters an' tryin' t' get her patched up."

Thora felt her stomach churn again; Linnea's entire body was covered in jagged, messy gashes. Some were minor, being only skin-deep, but others had literally gouged open parts of her body, allowing Thora to see her bones.

"I-I'll do my best," Thora murmured, starting to look over Linnea's legs. She found herself continuously swallowing in her efforts to keep herself from throwing up, but it was barely working. 'What I wouldn't give for some ginger right now…' she thought.

"Just use yarrow on the minor cuts," Ylva told her after some minutes. "Save the bandages for the big wounds. We can sew 'em up later."

"I-it's useless," Linnea murmured. "There're too many o' them…y'know I'm just goin' bleed out soon. Just give me a quicker death an' slit my throat…"

"Not on our watch," Thora heard herself say. Biting her tongue, she pulled a large splinter from Linnea's thigh and tossed it over her shoulder. She didn't want to admit it, but Linnea was right: She had far too many wounds on her body and, with most of them requiring stitches, she would most likely die. 'But we're healers,' she thought, holding the thigh wound shut with her tail as she wrapped a bandage around it. 'It's our job to keep the Valkyries away until another day…'

As she reached inside her bag for her wound salve, she paused. 'If I can use my magic to bring plants back to life…'

"Ylva, I'm goin' t' try something. It may not work, but…let's hope it does."

Ylva cocked a brow as she stole a quick glance at the teen. "What're you goin' t' do?"

"If it works, you'll see." Closing her eyes, Thora placed her hands over the largest of Linnea's exposed wounds.

"Holdin' it shut isn't goin' t' stop the blood from flowin'," murmured Linnea. With her eyes clenched shut in pain, she didn't see the faint light glowing beneath Thora's palms, nor the sweat gathering on her brow. She did, however, feel an odd coolness on her stomach.

Pulling back her hands, Thora found the wound still there, but not nearly as deep as before. "Not what I was hopin' for, but good enough," she panted.

Ylva gave her a tired grin. "The gods are on our side today," she told her. "Can ya do that again?"

Nodding, Thora began working to partially heal Linnea's worst gashes, whether they had been bandaged already or not. As she did her magic, Ylva did the rest –cleaning, medicating, and binding. Though it took some time and Linnea eventually fell unconscious, the two of them managed to stabilize her.

Breathing hard and her body drenched in sweat, Thora let herself fall backwards. As she looked towards the sky, she could see the silhouette of the enemy dragon in the clouds above the sea. Then the sound of thunder filled her ears and she cringed, but knew Hiccup and Toothless were doing their best to fight the creature.

"Help me make a sledge for her," Ylva spoke, drawing Thora back to Midgard.

Nodding, Thora shakily got to her feet and went over to a line of sharpened posts. Grabbing as many as she could carry, she brought them back over to Ylva and Linnea. With no rope in sigh, she pulled off her apron dress and began to tear it into long strips. Ylva didn't argue against this, though she didn't seem pleased by her actions.

Soon, the two women had Linnea strapped to the makeshift sledge –and just in time. Ylva let out a cry and pointed at the sky behind Thora. Turning, the teen let out a curse as she saw the enemy dragon plummeting towards the earth, its mouth on fire and its wings full of smoldering holes. Hiccup and Toothless were nothing more than mere specks as they flew upwards, trying to get away from the impending chaos.

The dragon crashed into the earth, causing an explosion like they had never seen nor heard before. The impact shook the ground, knocking anyone within a quarter mile off their feet. Smoke and ash filled the air around the island, making it nearly impossible to see more than a few yards ahead.

With everything hidden from view, time seemed to stop.

Her ears rang.

Thora didn't know how long she had lain on the ground, coughing thanks to the smoke, when Ruffnut and Tuffnut found her. As they hoisted her to her feet and started to drag her off, she could see their mouths moving, but she could only hear the ringing. She tried to tell them she couldn't hear them, that they needed to speak up, but they weren't listening.

They pulled her through a crowd comprised of Vikings and of dragons. Thora smacked the side of her head as she walked, trying to restore her hearing, but it was to no avail. The twins continued talking to her as they stopped at the front of the crowd and they pointed ahead of them. Looking in the direction, Thora could see Toothless lying on his side, Stoick kneeling before him and Gobber standing beside him. Her eyes widened in horror when she realized that her uncle was cradling Hiccup's seemingly lifeless body.

Crying out, she pulled away from the twins and scrambled towards her family. Gobber grabbed her before she could get to Stoick and Hiccup, however. Like the twins, he tried to talk to her so that he could let her know Hiccup wasn't dead –just in need of medical help- but Thora argued against him, telling him she couldn't hear him and demanding to see her cousin.

Gobber shook his head and, keeping a firm grip on Thora, wrote in the dirt. 'He's alive,' he scratched out, 'but his leg needs tending.'

Calming down as she read the message, Thora nodded in understanding. Before Gobber let her go, however, he wrote her a question.

'Why can't you hear me?'

"I don't know; I think the explosion was too loud," she replied –at least, she hoped that's what she said. As she pulled away from Gobber, she didn't see the worry that came to his face.

As she knelt beside Stoick, he moved his arm, letting her see Hiccup's wound. She was positive she let out a curse at the sight: From the middle of his calf down, his leg was missing. Thankfully, it didn't seem to be bleeding much, as most of the wound had been burnt shut.

Her hands badly shaking, she pulled out her burn ointment and slathered his leg in what little remained of the stuff. Using the last of her bandages, she wrapped the wound as best she could before gently setting her hand over the stump and closing her eyes.

* * *

><p>When Thora opened her eyes, she saw darkness. Her brows furrowing, she slowly sat up; the darkness suddenly turned into the light of midday as the blanket slid from her face and she groaned, closing her eyes again. Slowly, she opened one of them to find that she was on a makeshift bed, but she wasn't in her own home. Looking around, she recognized it to be the main hall of Stoick and Hiccup's home.<p>

And there was a dragon staring at her from the rafters.

"T-Toothless?" she croaked, her voice hoarse. Despite the pain in her throat, she smiled; she could hear again!

The Night Fury easily hopped down from his spot, cautiously walking over to her. Everything that had happened flooded back into her mind and she let out a soft curse, flopping backwards. She tried to run her hands through her hair, but it was still braided –and then she looked at her hands in a panic, hoping they weren't still covered in blood. Thankfully, it seemed someone had washed her as well as put her in some clean clothes while she had slept.

Toothless leaned over her, his head tilted curiously as he stared at her.

"Y-you saved my cousin," she whispered, not wanting to agitate her throat. "An' my people. Thank you."

He made a sort of purring noise as she spoke and he opened his mouth, smiling.

Sitting up again, she slowly held her hand out towards him. He sniffed it before pressing his nose into her palm, bringing a smile to her lips. "Hiccup's right –you _are _warm."

A deep, throaty noise left his mouth before he turned and looked near the fire. It was then Thora saw the bed set up close to the hearth and the small, teen boy laying in it. Shakily, she got to her feet and made her way towards him; her limbs still felt incredibly heavy and her vision swam a bit, but that was no concern to her.

Before she went to look over Hiccup, however, she found a cup of water on the floor near the bed. She drank the entirety of its contents, letting out a sigh of relief. At first, the water hurt as it slid down her throat, but the pain soon vanished. She then turned her attention back to her cousin.

Hiccup, she found, was sleeping rather deeply. Pressing the back of her hand against his forehead, she discovered he lacked a fever, letting her know that his leg hadn't become infected. She carefully pulled back the covers near his feet, not wanting to wake him, only to find that a prosthetic was already covering the stump. She frowned; there was no way his leg was ready for such a thing…

Toothless came over and gently nudged Hiccup's face with his nose as Thora inspected him. When Hiccup merely grunted in his sleep, the dragon continued to lightly butt his rider, making Hiccup groan in protest once more. He finally managed to wake the boy up by lightly stepping on his gut, causing Hiccup to bolt upright.

"Ow, ow –hey, Toothless," he chuckled, giving the dragon a good scratch behind the ears. He then paused. "Er…you're in my house…_You're _in _my _house…"

"Aye, he is."

Leaning over, he caught sight of Thora resting against the footboard. He smiled awkwardly, giving her a small wave. "Does…does my dad know he's in here?"

She shrugged. "No idea. Just woke up myself."

He frowned. "Did you get hurt?"

"No. At least, I don't think I did." Biting her tongue, she glanced away from him. "But…ah…Hiccup…"

The frown remaining in place, Hiccup gently pushed Toothless off the bed. "What is it?"

"You…" She sighed before simply tossing the blanket aside, revealing his new leg.

His eyes widened as shock filled him. For many minutes, he merely stared at the wood-and-metal contraption, twisting his leg side to side to get a better look at it. Slowly, he shifted his position and threw his legs over the side of the bed, letting the fake leg come to rest beside his uninjured leg. He looked up at Toothless, whose eyes were sad and apologetic.

All three of them knew it had been Toothless who had taken the leg, but they all three knew it was a small price to pay for Hiccup's life.

"There was nothin' I could do," Thora quietly told him, "other than put medicine on it an' try my magic, but t' be honest, I passed out in the middle o' it. I'm not sure how healed it is –I wasn't about t' take the fake leg off t' check out o' fear o' wakin' you."

"You did the best you could," he told her, setting a hand on his shoulder. "Thank you."

She gave him a small, tired smile. "Well, I wasn't 'bout t' let my cousin go t' Valhalla without me," she joked.

He couldn't help but laugh. "Valhalla? What makes you think I'd end up there?"

"Well, let's see…you fought a stupidly large dragon an' won, ya lost your leg in battle –should I continue?"

Rolling his eyes, he gave her a playful shove. "I think I'd end up in Fólkvangr, myself." He then rose to his feet, wobbling slightly as he tried to get used to his new 'foot'.

"Careful," Thora warned as he stumbled forward.

Thankfully, Toothless was there to catch him.

"This is going to take a bit of getting used to," he sighed as she came over. With help from Toothless and his cousin, he was able to make it halfway to the door before he gently urged them away from him. Wobbling slightly, he managed to walk to the entryway, unaided. As he opened the door, he was met by the sight of a Monstrous Nightmare flying only yards away.

He slammed the door shut, eyes wide.

"What? What was it?" Thora questioned, frowning. He had moved too fast for her to have seen the dragon.

Hiccup turned, pointing at the two of them. "Toothless, Thora –stay here," he ordered, not explaining to them why.

As he left the house, Thora and Toothless looked at one another. "Like we're goin' t' listen," chuckled Thora.

Following after the lad, they went outside. Thora gasped; the village was filled with dragons. Sitting atop houses, flying through the air, even playfully chasing after children in the streets –they were _everywhere!_ To top it all off, the enormous, metal torches had been emptied of tar and oil and were instead filled to the brim with all sorts of fish for the dragons.

"Yep, I'm dead," Hiccup gawked.

"No, but you gave it your best shot." Stoick came around the corner of the house and clapped his son on the shoulder before leading him down the stairs a short ways.

Thora smiled, relief washing over her as she watched the two. A crowd came to gather around the father and son, most of the Vikings wanting to congratulate Hiccup on his victory and speedy recovery. She stayed towards the back of the group, listening in as Stoick proclaimed that they were now at peace with the dragons.

Then, as Astrid came over and planted a kiss on Hiccup, she let out a teasing cheer, seeing her cousin's cheeks grow red. Finally, Gobber presented Hiccup with a new saddle and tail fin for Toothless before ushering him and Astrid to go join the other teens for some flying time.

As the crowd dispersed, she went over to Stoick and Gobber. Seeing that his daughter was up and about, Gobber gave her a big hug, lifting her off the ground as he squeezed her. She laughed, despite wincing slightly in pain; he had managed to realign her back.

"Glad t' see you up as well," Stoick smiled, also giving her a hug –this one much gentler than Gobber's. "If it weren't for you, Hiccup would still be layin' in that bed o' his."

She cocked her head. "What? I only bandaged him."

Stoick shook his head. "You did some sort o' magic t' his leg, too, though ya fell unconscious during it. By the time we got ya both back here t' Berk, his leg was almost entirely healed. Gothi handled the rest, which wasn't much."

"Did she fix my hearin', too?" she questioned.

"No," Gobber replied. "I told her 'bout it, but she said only time would be able to fix your ears –that is, if they _could _be fixed. Thank Odin, it seems it was just temporary. However!" He then waved a scolding finger at her. "She's none too happy with how hard ya pushed yourself an' told me t' warn ya that when your lessons start up again, you should expect a nice, long lecture from her."

"Lovely…" she mumbled, cringing at the thought. She knew that she would, no doubt, be thwacked a couple of times as well. "I'll, ah, be lookin' forward t' it."

Stoick quietly chuckled, shaking his head again. "Don't take it too much t' heart, Thora. Because o' you an' Ylva, we didn't lose more than twenty warriors. That's an incredibly small number compared to the destruction that took place." He patted her on the back. "I'm proud o' you."

Thora felt her cheeks flush at his words, but she smiled. "Thank ya, Uncle."

"But I'm even more proud," Gobber grinned, suddenly ruffling her hair and earning giggle-filled protests. "Seems like I've raised a good one, eh, Stoick?"

He laughed, giving Gobber a playful punch to the shoulder. "I'd say we _both_ raised good ones."


	7. Chapter 7

**A/N:** Just a quick warning for ya'll: There is talk about menstruation as well as a somewhat graphic flashback/memory Thora has. Other than that, it's a fairly mild chapter. Hope ya'll enjoy and, if you do, please leave a comment~

* * *

><p>'I suppose Gobber gave you my warning?'<p>

"Aye."

Gothi watched as the girl unslung her bag and hung it on a hook near the door. Thora didn't meet her gaze as she pulled the unused cauldron over to the hearth. Sitting down, she let out a quiet sigh, checking to see if Gothi had written anything else.

Instead, she flinched and instinctively covered her head as Gothi moved her staff, but it never met her skull. She cracked open an eye, looking at the woman only to find her writing. Another sigh left her mouth; this one of relief.

'I am disappointed in you, and I am sure you know of this.' When Thora nodded, she continued. 'Using so much magic when you are untrained was a dangerous thing to do, especially when we do not know how prolonged magic use affects you just yet. If something had gone wrong, you could have easily killed one of the people you meant to help –including Hiccup.'

Biting her tongue, Thora looked away, but said nothing.

'I know you were trying to help. Thank Odin and Freya, you did help. But I do not want you to do something so risky again. Not until you are better trained.' She glanced over at the girl, waiting until she was finished reading before erasing her previous words with her foot. 'But what I have to say to you today is not all bad.'

Thora seemed to perk ever so slightly. "It's…not?"

Gothi nodded. 'I am also proud of you. Ylva told me you did rather well for working in your first battle. I know it was not the most pleasant of experiences-'

Thora shuddered. "Not in the least," she murmured.

'-but I can only promise that what you saw that day will only be worse in the future, should Berk find itself at war again.'

She groaned. "Lovely…"

Brow rising, Gothi hoarsely chuckled. 'The more you continue to heal people outside of battle, the easier it will become to heal during battle. You will grow used to seeing blood and torn flesh, as well as other such gore.'

"_You _think I will, but I doubt it." She shuddered again. "Been havin' nightmares all week thanks t' what I saw…"

Gothi frowned. 'Have you?'

"Aye. An' they're none-too pleasant, since they're filled with charred faces an' missin' limbs…" She scrunched her nose up at the memory before glancing up at Gothi. "Did ya ever get nightmares?"

She nodded slowly. 'I still do, at times,' she admitted, 'but I never said this would be an easy life. Tending to the wounded can be the easiest part. The hardest part is when we are forced to accept that, sometimes, our efforts will be useless. We simply must remember that death will claim us all one day –but when that day is, we will never know.'

Thora said nothing, but nodded in understanding. 'Not very comforting,' she thought, 'but it is the truth, even if I don't want to think it is…'

Erasing her words yet again, Gothi continued to write. 'Now, on the subject of your magic. I have done some thinking over the last week and I have realized that, while I am teaching you the human way to use magic, you should also learn the troll way.'

"How? There're no trolls for hundreds o' miles!"

'When Trader Johann next visits Berk, I will be sending a letter to your mother.'

Her eyes widened. "M-my mother?" she repeated, gawking.

Gothi nodded. 'Who else would be better for the job?' she wrote. 'She was a powerful magic user and, now that you are grown, I would like to see if she would be willing to teach you or, if she is unable to or unwilling, if she could tell us someone who could.'

Thora rubbed the back of her neck. "An' what if she doesn't respond at all? Or doesn't know anyone who'd want t' train some stranger's half-troll teenager?"

'Then nothing will happen. I will simply continue teaching you as I have been.' Her brow rose again. 'What did you think would happen? I would cease your lessons?'

She shrugged. "Maybe? Not sure, t' be honest. I just…Well, my mum knows nothin' 'bout me, other than the fact that I exist. Don't ya think it'd be a wee bit jarring t' suddenly get a letter askin' her t' train her long-abandoned daughter in magic?"

Gothi gave her a dry look. 'Well, then, do you have any better ideas we should try?' she questioned. The mixture of her writing and the look on her face let Thora know she was not very happy at the moment.

"N-no, sorry," she murmured, cheeks reddening as she looked away. "I'll shut up now." She peeked back when she heard Gothi writing more.

'As I said, I am going to write your mother and, when I get a response, we will figure things out from there -depending on her reply. I have already discussed this with your father, so he is not unaware of my plans. Now.' She paused for a moment, resting her hands. 'Today will be easy enough for you. I want you to go Death's Head Headland and fetch me some bones.'

She frowned; Death's Head Headland was where the Hairy Hooligans would discard the carcasses of the dragons they had killed in the past. "Bones? For what?"

'You will see in the coming days. I will need a fair few of them, mind you. After you collect them, I want you to take them to your father so that he can grind them into powder for me.'

"Alright…how many bones d' ya need?"

Gothi leaned over, picking up a sack and handing it to Thora, who unfolded it. It was a very large bag, nearly big enough for Thora to fit into.

'The best bones to get are those that are unbroken with no cracks or splinters and those that have been bleached by the sun,' Gothi continued. 'If you are able, collect a few teeth as well –those needn't be grinded down.'

Thora nodded as she folded the bag back up. "Alright, though ya realize it will take me most o' the day t' do this, aye?"

'Which is why there is nothing-'

There was suddenly a knock on the door, startling the old woman. Rising to her feet, Thora went over and opened the door to find Tuffnut standing on the other side, his right eye bruised and half-shut due to swelling.

"Eesh. Fight with Ruff again?" she questioned with a frown.

"No. Made the mistake of tryin' to fight with her," he replied, his voice full of bitterness. "She sent me here, though. Says she needs some herbs or tea mixtures because it's her 'time of the month' –whatever that is."

"Ahh," Thora chuckled, now knowing why he had the black eye. Glancing over her shoulder, she watched as Gothi nodded and motioned for her to let him in. She stepped aside and Tuffnut entered the hut. "Well, I'm sure Gothi's got some things that'll help her –those are some o' the herbs we always have on hand."

He cocked his brow as Thora went over to one shelf while Gothi went to another. "How do you know what she needs, though?"

"Because we get this request nearly every other week?" Thora had to stand on her tiptoes in order to reach one of the jars. "I've got the herbs for this memorized already."

Tuffnut gave her a blank look. "Huh?"

Thora tilted her head as she went back over to him, opening the jar. "…Tuffnut…Do ya _not _know what a woman's time o' the month is?"

He shrugged. "Whatever is it, I just know that Ruffnut gets meaner than normal during it and she doesn't really leave her bed for a few days."

Thora heard Gothi smack her head and sigh, earning a chuckle from the teen girl. "This may sting a bit," she warned Tuffnut before gently using her finger to apply some salve to the bruise around his eye.

"This stuff stinks worse than a yak pie," he mumbled, sticking his tongue out in disgust. "What's in it?" He tried to lean away from Thora to avoid getting it on his skin, but she used her tail to hold him in place.

"Oh, the usual…lavender oil, witch hazel, cabbage, an' parsley."

A look of utter disgust came to his face. "Ugh! No wonder it smells bad!" He badly wanted to wipe it off, but knew better –especially with Gothi within sight.

"Aye, but your bruise will be gone a lot faster." She turned as Gothi tapped her on the shoulder with her staff.

Tuffnut watched as Gothi scribbled on the ground, but didn't bother to read it and instead went over to the table. Picking up a cup, he inspected its contents before smelling it; he nearly sneezed at the intense floral scent. He set it back down before plucking up a box and opening it.

"Really?" he heard Thora question. "But explainin' it t' my da' was bad enough! Havin' t' explain it t' one o' my friends…"

He didn't know what Gothi wrote in reply, but he now knew the box contained various shapes and sizes of uncut precious stones. His eyes widened as he picked out a moonstone the size of his palm.

'This must have cost a fortune,' he thought, holding it up to the light.

"Tuffnut?" Thora sighed.

He put the stone away and set the box down before spinning around, trying to seem innocent. "What? I didn't touch anything."

Her brow rose; the look on her face let him know she had caught him. "Sure ya didn't," she retorted. "Anyway, Gothi says I get t' explain t' ya what a woman's 'time o' the month' is."

"Oh, great. I'll finally know why Ruffnut tries to kill me more than usual and then I can repay the meanness with double meanness!" His tone and expression were full of sarcasm.

Rubbing the back of her neck, Thora glanced away. "Er…Maybe you'll feel different after I tell ya what she's goin' through."

His brow rose. "Doubt it." He plopped down on the cauldron, leaving Thora to clear a space off on the table before sitting.

Biting her tongue, Thora avoided eye contact with her friend. "So…Ya know how women have children an' all that lovely stuff, aye?"

"Of course," he snickered. "Mom had to tell us about that after we walked in on-"

"I ah, don't need to know," she cringed. "Anyway…When a woman comes o' age t' start bearing children, sometimes, er…her body, ah…Ugh." She rubbed her face, feeling her cheeks redden in embarrassment. "Once in a while, a woman bleeds from her womanhood for up t' a week."

Tuffnut stared at her, his brows furrowed and his jaw slightly slack.

Finding bluntness to be the best method of explanation, Thora continued, though she avoided making eye contact with him. "We don't really know _why _it happens, but it does. I've heard all sorts o' reasons from a body purgin' toxins from itself t' the gods punishin' the woman for not bein' pregnant t' even somethin' as silly as the body gettin' rid o' excess blood."

Tuffnut remained silent, his jaw now entirely slack and his skin a shade lighter.

"Mhm. Lots o' fun it is, especially since it leaves most women in severe pain –which, from the sounds o' it, Ruffnut's sufferin' from. Sometimes, though, the pain can be mild." She pushed some hair out of her face, chuckling when she noticed Tuffnut's expression. "When a woman gets pregnant, all this stops until her child's been born an' has been weened. But, o' course, it starts back up until either the next pregnancy or the woman hits old age, which comes with its own set o' problems."

Tuffnut finally moved; leaning back, he looked down at himself before looking back up at Thora. "Wait…so…" He looked down at himself again. "It's only woman who get that?"

Thora nodded. "Aye."

"And they bleed from…" He motioned to her pelvic region.

She felt herself blush a bit more. "Aye."

"For an entire week…_without _dying?"

"_Hopefully_ without dyin'. Gothi's told me that there have been a few women she's known who have died, but they also bled for a lot longer than a week."

"…Dude. How do you _not_ die? Like, I can cut my arm and bleed for a week, and I'd be dead. But a woman bleeds from _there _and she's just fine afterwards?"

She shrugged. "Basically."

He shuddered as the full weight of realization overcame him. "Why did you tell me this?!" he suddenly cried, looking a mixture of afraid and disgusted.

"Ya live with two women; I'm surprised ya didn't know it already." She frowned shoving the same bit of hair out of her face as it defiantly slid back over her shoulder. "Well, then again…my da' knew nothin' o' it an' he had me, so…"

"Yeah, but Gobber's not into women! It's alright if he didn't know before he had a daughter! But now I know and I _didn't _want to know." He pouted.

Gothi wrote something on the ground while chuckling. Getting up, Thora went over and, after silently reading it, also giggled. "She says it'll come in handy in the future," she recited for Tuffnut. "That way, if your future wife is too shy t' say what's wrong, you'll know an' be able t' get her the herbs she needs."

Tuffnut merely grumbled under his breath.

Going over to the door, Thora shouldered her bag before putting a bundle of herbs in it. "C'mon, let's go give Ruff her herbs," she told the boy. "After that, ya can come with me t' Death's Head Headlands." She also grabbed the folded sack, carefully tucking it in beside the herbs. "That'll cheer ya up."

Begrudgingly, he stood up and followed her out of the hut. "Why do you gotta go there?" he questioned.

"Gothi needs dragon bones an' teeth," she replied, leading the way down the path. "But I need t' have da' powder the bones."

"Huh. Wonder what she's goin' to use them for?" he wondered aloud. He then smirked mischievously. "Hey, we could totally use some dragon bones to make some _awesome _armor!"

Her brow rose. "Yeah, armor that would scare the crap out o' the dragons. They're our friends now, remember?"

"Of course I remember," he snickered. "I _own _one. Well, half of one. A head of one? I own Belch."

"Belch?"

"Yeah! Ruffnut has Barf –he's the one who shoots the gas- and I have Belch –the one who sparks the gas!" He grinned proudly. "Belch is way cooler than Barf, but they're both totally better than the other dragons."

She chuckled. "I'll withhold judgement until the day I get my own dragon," she told him. "Though, I doubt that'll happen."

He shrugged. "You might. It's not like the rest of us expected to become friends and riders of dragons."

"That is true," she agreed. "Though, ah…I'm thinkin' I may be a wee bit too _large _for most o' the ones 'round here."

His brow rose and he glanced up at her. "Uh, Thora? You're like, half the size of most of the adults and the dragons carried them."

"Not weight wise," she laughed. "Height wise."

"Oh." He stared up at her, frowning slightly. "Yeah, you did get pretty tall…You were shorter than Hiccup last year…"

She let out a small sigh, glancing skywards. "An' gods forbid it, I seem t' be growin' more. Do ya know how much o' a pain it is t' get too tall for your trousers?"

He shrugged, grinning dumbly. "Nope. Mine are hidden." Holding up his leg, he pointed at his lower legs, which were covered entirely by his leather-and-fur boots.

Rolling her eyes, she gave him a small, playful shove, sending him off balance. "Yeah, lucky you. I outgrew my boots, too."

"Then why don't you just have your dad make you some new ones?"

"Eh…I'd rather not have him waste the leather, especially if I am growin' again." She pointed at her feet. "These shoes aren't too bad, though. Aye, they're not the warmest o' things, but they're comfortable an' they grip a lot better when I'm climbin' things."

"You still climb? I thought you gave that up after we got you stuck at the top of a tree?"

She snorted. "You didn't get _me _stuck in the tree, Tuff –I got _you _stuck in the tree."

"Nuh-uh," he disagreed. "Me an' Ruff chased Hiccup up the tree, and then when you went up after him, you got stuck because you couldn't carry him back down."

"Oh." Her cheeks flushed red. "Ya meant _that _time…"

A triumphant smirk spread across Tuffnut's face before it quickly faded –they had reached his home. He stood outside the door, quite obviously hesitant to go inside. Glancing over at Thora, he gave her a hopeful look.

"So, ah, yeah. Go right ahead and give Ruff the herbs," he told her, gesturing at the door.

Reaching into her bag, Thora pulled out the bundle of herbs and handed it out to him. "Go right on ahead," she chirped. "After all, she asked _you _t' get them for her. What would she say if her _loving _brother didn't come back with what she requested o' him, eh?" There was a teasing smirk plastered to her face.

Tuffnut frowned before flipping a crude gesture at her and snatching the herbs from her.

As he went inside, Thora leaned against the wall to wait for him. With a small sigh, she let her head fall back and she closed her eyes, enjoying the bit of warmth the sun gave off. Though, the warmth soon grew too warm, as well as rather humid. It also started smelling quite a bit like a mixture of fish and farts.

Opening her eyes, she let out a small curse as she found four large, yellow-green eyes staring down at her. There stood Barf and Belch –which head was which, she didn't know- looking her over curiously. Even though the dragons and the Hairy Hooligans were now at peace, Thora had to admit: it was still terrifying to see them up close for the first time.

One of the heads leaned in close to her, sniffing her, while the other lightly butted her shoulder with its horn. Thora let out a squeak and tried to sidestep away, but the one sniffing her suddenly found her tail and, grabbing hold of it with his mouth, tried to tug it away from her.

"Ouch! Ouch, no –that's mine! Ya can't have it!" she yelped, pain filling her tail. "See? It's attached, like yours! Ow!" She cringed, the dragon not wanting to give up its new 'toy'.

"Barf! Bad dragon!" Tuffnut came out of the house, a bright-red handprint decorating the side of his face. "That's Thora's tail. You have your own, see?" He went behind the Zippleback and lightly tugged on its twin tails.

Their eyes widening in amazement, Barf released Thora's tail as he and Belch twisted round to gaze at their own tails.

"Thanks," Thora winced, wrapping her tail around her waist before inspecting it. "I see Ruffnut wasn't very thankful…"

He shrugged. "Eh, she was…Until I said I hope she bleeds out." He grinned cheekily only to wince as his face stung. "It was worth it."

Her brow raised, Thora slowly shook her head. "You…are so very weird."

"Hey now; is that any way to treat someone's who going to let you ride his dragon?" he pouted, patting Belch on the neck and obtaining the dragon's attention.

Thora stared at him for a moment. "What?" she finally questioned.

"You think I'm walking all the way to Death's Head Headland?" he snorted, mounting Belch. "No way! I'm flying. And since Barf and Belch need two riders, you get to steer Barf."

Barf lowered himself to Thora's level, but his eyes were focused on the tip of her tail.

"Er…are ya sure that's a good idea?" she questioned, biting her tongue.

"Uh, yeah? We can land a mile away or something so they won't get spooked by the bones."

She glanced at him. "I meant me ridin' the dragon that just tried t' pull my tail off."

"Oh." He shrugged. "Yeah, sure. Why not? It's not like he'd be able to grab it with it around your waist like that."

Nodding slowly, Thora hesitantly made her way to the side of Barf's head before throwing her leg over his neck as if he were a yak or a horse. It was somewhat uncomfortable due to the dragon's hard scales and lack of leg support, but she found some comfort in being able to hold onto Barf's horns. Though seemingly prepared for flight, she still let out a curse of surprise when the dragon took to the air.

"It's comfier if you cross your legs," Tuffnut told her.

She did as instructed, though she said nothing as she watched the village grow smaller and smaller below them. Unconsciously, she unwrapped her tail from her waist and instead, wound it around Barf's neck –not tightly, of course.

"I'm…actually on a dragon," she mumbled, eyes wide and skin a shade lighter. "I'm flyin'…on a dragon…"

Tuffnut smirked. "Cool, isn't it?" he laughed. "Alright, so. Death's Head Headland. That's…south?"

"North-east," she corrected.

"Oh. Right. I knew that." He grinned sheepishly.

Thora copied Tuffnut's movements as he lightly tugged Belch's head in the direction they needed to go. Both heads worked in unison to turn their body around and started to fly towards the northern part of the island. Below them, the land seemed to flow by like a river, only the water was made of trees and cliffs.

"This is so _cool_," she gaped, twisting and turning her head round in order to not miss anything. "Everythin' looks so small up here! An' look how fast we're movin'!" She glanced over at Tuffnut, a large grin on her face. "You are so lucky t' have a dragon o' your own!"

He shrugged. "Dude, Berk is full of dragons. You'd have to be Mildew to _not _find one."

"Yeah, but most o' them only seem t' want my tail. I need t' find one that _won't_ use me for a toy." She reached down, gently patting her tail where Barf had grabbed it. Only a ghost of the pain remained, earning a sigh of relief from her.

"Use it like a lure. Find a dragon you want, lure it in with your tail, then bam! Boop it on the nose and claim it as your own."

"'Boop'?" she giggled. "What does 'boop' mean?"

"You know. Like bopping, but softer. Like this." He reached over and, with a surprising amount of gentleness, pressed his palm against her nose before pulling his hand away again. "Boop!"

Thora started laughing even more, to the point where she snorted. "So that's all it takes t' train a dragon?"

Tuffnut snickered as she giggle-snorted again. "I don't know what you find so funny," he told her. "That's what Hiccup showed us to do!"

"D'ya have t' add in the 'boop' when ya do it?"

He rolled his eyes, but still grinned. "No. At least, I don't think you do. Maybe with the Terrible Terrors. They're small and dumb enough to fall for it."

Wiping a tear of mirth from her eye, Thora finally managed to calm her laughing. "I don't know. The one that attacked ya when ya tried comparin' it t' the size o' your-"

"We should probably land here," he interrupted, his cheeks turning bright red at the memory. He pointed down at an open bit of field encircled by the forest. "It's about half a mile to the Headlands from there."

She nodded in agreement. "Sounds good," she chuckled, knowing why he changed the subject so suddenly. Again, she copied his movements as he tilted Belch's head downwards. As they sped towards the earth, she was forced to narrow her eyes due to the wind rushing past her face.

As the Hideous Zippleback landed, the two teens were nearly thrown from their necks. Whether it was due to the Zippleback being one of the least graceful dragons known to mankind or because the humans riding them were still amateurs when it came to flying, none of them knew. Regardless, Thora and Tuffnut were able to safely dismount, though Tuffnut did have a bit of a waddle to his stride and a small amount of pain written on his face.

"Today's just not your day, is it?" Thora questioned, giving him a pitying look.

"I'm fine," he retorted, scowling. Despite his words, he none-too-subtly adjusted his trousers before attempting to walk normally. "Don't know what you're talkin' about." He turned towards Barf and Belch. "Barf, Belch: Stay here. We'll be back in a while. Don't fly away, alright?"

"If you say so," she murmured, watching as the dragon simply flopped on the ground. Both heads rested themselves on the ground and closed their eyes.

As Tuffnut started to walk, she followed after him. "What does your mother think 'bout you an' Ruff having a dragon?"

"Eh, she didn't like it at first," he admitted, putting his hands on the back of his head. "Thought it was unnatural for us to make peace with the dragons, but she came around when Barf and Belch kept Uncle Bucket from wandering off a few nights ago."

She cocked her head. "He tried to wander off?"

"Yeah. Sometimes, he gets up in the middle of the night and just wanders off without saying anything. Most of the time, he doesn't even know he does it, sayin' he was asleep the whole time. But it can take us _hours _to find him and mom's always worried he's gone off a cliff or something else to get himself killed." He shrugged. "But Barf and Belch stopped him and mom's been grateful ever since."

"Well, that's good. Don't need more Mildews in the village…"

He snorted. "My mom will _never _be as bad as Mildew."

"I don't think anyone can be as bad as him," she chuckled.

"What 'bout Gobber and Stoick? How're they taking it?"

It was her turn to shrug. "Well enough, it seems. Uncle Stoick is already quite fond o' Toothless, especially since Toothless is like a giant cat. An' da'…" She went quiet, frowning slightly.

Tuffnut glanced over at her. "What? He doesn't like it?"

"It's not tha' –he's glad we're at peace now. It's just…Well, I mean, it was his job t' make weapons." She kicked at a rock, watching at it bounced and rolled away. "An' since the armory's full an' we're not bein' constantly attacked anymore…he's been feelin' a wee bit useless lately."

He cocked his brow. "But…Gobber's one of the most versatile Vikings on Berk. He can make weapons, he can make shoes, he can teach, and he plays the pan pipes."

"While all o' that is true, he lost his pan pipes. An' how often is it that we need shoes made, especially when Johann brings fancy ones from the Mainland?" She let out a sigh. "And it doesn't seem we'll need t' be taught how t' fight dragons anymore."

He shrugged. "He'll find something. Like I said, he's versatile. For all we know, your dad could start building new perches for the dragons or something."

"He could," she replied, though her tone betrayed her unsureness. Shoving her hair over her shoulder, she let out a small sigh. "How's Bucket handlin' it all?" she questioned, wanting to get the subject away from Gobber for now.

"Oh, he's loving it. There's a Gronckle that decided to live behind Mulch's house and he treats her like a giant dog. He named her Sanna."

She smiled at the thought. "Well, that's good! I'm glad he's not scared o' them, especially since…well, y'know."

"Pft," he raspberried. "He's a Thorston. Even if he's only got half a brain, it'll take more than a few dragons to scare him." He grinned at her before shielding his eyes as they stepped out from under the cover of the trees. "Whoa…"

"Freya's girdle…" Thora murmured, her eyes widening.

They had stepped into an open field filled with bones. Most of them had been picked clean by scavengers, but some of the carcasses still had bits of rotted flesh hanging off of them. Only a few yards away lay the body of a Deadly Nadder that was still mostly intact, having only been killed in the last dragon attack.

"This is really creepy," Tuffnut murmured, doing his best to avoid looking at the dragon.

"Let's try t' be quick," Thora mumbled, covering her mouth and nose. "I think I'm goin' t' be sick otherwise…"

He nodded, grabbing her arm and leading her into the dragon graveyard. He shuddered as they passed by the long-forgotten skeleton of a juvenile Hideous Zippleback; it was only a quarter of the size of Barf and Belch. Shaking his head, he lead her towards one of the mountains of bones –at least then, there wasn't a chance of seeing entire skeletons.

Despite how eerie the place was, he couldn't help but find it rather exciting, as well.

"How many bones does she need?" he asked.

"This bag needs t' be filled," she murmured, pulling it from her satchel. She unfolded it, showing Tuffnut its size.

"Well, dragon bones are big, so it shouldn't be too hard at least?" he suggested, trying to be optimistic.

"Hopefully." She glanced around at the field, biting her tongue. "Look how many have been killed over the years," she murmured. "Our graveyard isn't even half the size o' this place…"

Reaching the pile, Tuffnut started picking through the bones. "Yeah, but most of our dead get sent out in funeral ships," he reminded her. "You said Gothi wanted some teeth, too?"

"She said I could collect some if I wanted; didn't say why, though." She focused her attention on finding the types of bones the old woman had specified, though she still felt disgusted by it. "No, not that kind –she wants the whites ones, like this."

"This white enough?" He held up a large bone, but half of it was missing.

"Aye, but whole ones, if possible."

"Got it." He disappeared as he went to the other side of the pile, though Thora could still hear him as he mumbled to himself and moved bones around.

'Go figure, the first time I come to this place, it's after we've made peace with the dragons,' she thought, tossing an imperfect bone over her shoulder before digging deeper into the pile. 'I'm pretty sure I'd still be creeped out even if we weren't, though…' She shoved a bone into the sack, sighing quietly.

Once in a while, Tuffnut would call over, tossing a bone over the top of the pile to her. Some of them were good finds, though she rejected most of them when she found cracks or stained spots on their surfaces. It was surprisingly hard to find the sorts of bone Gothi had asked for; with Berk lacking sun most of the year, bleached bones were hard to come by, leaving most of the bones yellow with age.

They ended up splitting up, Tuffnut heading west while Thora went east to search out the bodies. More bleached bones were found this way, but it was still a challenge to find ones that were either unmarred or small enough to fit in the bag.

'Well, here are some teeth,' she thought, finding the jawbone of a dragon. She wasn't sure which kind of dragon it came from, but was glad for that. Grabbing one of the bigger teeth and using her feet to anchor the jaw to the ground, she began pulling. The tooth, however, barely budged. Frowning, she adjusted her angle and tried pulling harder, but the tooth still stayed firmly in place. 'Why aren't you coming out?' she thought, unconsciously snarling as she tried a third time. 'You're just a tooth! Sure, you shouldn't come out easily, but you shouldn't be _this _hard to remove!'

When her third attempt failed, she grumbled and stood upright. "Whatever," she muttered. "Didn't need them anyway." She blew a raspberry at the jaw before returning to the search for bones.

Soon, her bag was halfway full and she decided it was time to go find Tuffnut to see what he had collected so far. She headed back to the pile where they had split up and called out to him, but go no answer in return. Frowning, she called out again, but still, no reply came.

"He better not have ditched me in this place," she sighed, moving some of her hair. Her brows furrowed and she flipped her hair back to her front only to find two, small bones tangled up in it. "Oh gods…really? Ya had t' get _bones _o' all things stuck in ya? Honestly, ya really need t' get some better ideas…" she quietly scolded –not that she expected her hair to listen.

Once her hair was bone-free, she called out for Tuffnut one more time. No reply came and she bit her tongue, nervously beginning to finger-comb her hair.

'What if he tripped over one of the bones and got impaled on a ribcage?' she thought. 'Or maybe he was trying to look through one of the piles and it collapsed on him? No…No, I would have heard either of those. Maybe he's just out of earshot? That could be it…This place is ma-'

She suddenly let out a scream and flung herself backwards as one of the nearby small piles exploded into the air, a skeletal creature roaring at her. Too stricken by fear, she failed to notice that the creature sounded very much like a certain human and that its skull was lopsided. Instead, she curled into a surprisingly small ball and whimpered, afraid for her life.

"Ha! You should've seen the look on your face!" Tuffnut cackled, still wearing his bony costume. "You looked like you saw Death herself!" He continued to laugh, doubling over when his sides began to ache, causing the skull to fall off his head.

After a few minutes, he managed to calm down enough to glance up; Thora was still curled up and whimpering as she shook in fear. His brow rising, he went over to her. "…Uh…Thora…? You alright?" he questioned, though there was still laughter in his voice.

Slowly, she lifted her head only to find Tuffnut looking down at her; her cheeks were wet with tears. Her brows furrowed as the realization of what had happened took over her mind.

"Uh? Hello? Thora?" Tuffnut waved his hand in front of her face only to suddenly fall to his knees as Thora slammed a bone down onto his helmet. His vision spun for a few seconds.

"What in Midgard were ya thinkin'?!" she snarled, wiping her face on her arm. "I thought ya had gotten hurt or somethin' an' then ya burst out like that! O' _course _I thought I saw Death herself!"

His vision still spinning, he looked up at her only to cringe; she looked almost feral in her anger and the fact he saw two of her at the moment only made it worse. "It was just a joke!" he told her, his tone defensive. Blinking a few times, he managed to get his vision to stay in place. "Anyway, I would have thought you heard me, what with your weird troll hearing and stuff!"

She rubbed her face, growling under her breath. "Well, your _joke _had me thinkin' I was about t' be killed by a Boneknapper," she snapped. "An' I probably would have heard ya if I wasn't makin' a racket lookin' for bones myself!" Despite her angry tone, Tuffnut could see that she was still shaking from the fear.

"I didn't think it'd be _that _bad," he admitted. "I mean, yeah, I wanted to scare you a bit, but…"

"But ya went too far with that," she finished for him. Groaning, she rested her face in her hands before letting out a heavy sigh. "Maybe if we were somewhere else, it wouldn't have been as scary, but Tuff –we're in a dragon _graveyard_…"

"Right…Sorry. Kinda." He righted his helmet, feeling a bit guilty about his actions –but only a little bit. He would make sure to tell Ruffnut about Thora's reaction later; maybe it would cheer her up. "But, to be fair," he added, "you were pretty scary just now, too. I think that makes us even."

She peeked out from behind her fingers. "What? How was I scary?"

"Uh, it only looked like there was a bear or wolf or some sort of big, hairy animal about to bite my face off." He snapped his fingers, his face brightening. "Like that time in the Kill Ring when you were snarling at that Monstrous Nightmare! You know, last week!"

"…But I don't look like a wolf or a bear," she murmured, brows furrowed.

He snorted. "Not normally, but when you get mad like that, you start to snarl and you nose scrunches up, baring your teeth. You're like-" He held his fingers up to his mouth, pretending they were tusks as he frowned deeply and began making angry animal noises. "Like that, only _way _scarier. Not that I was _actually_ scared or anything, but y'know, _normal_ people would be scared."

She stared at him for a moment before letting out a groan and hiding her face in her hands. "Oh gods…No wonder people were callin' me a monster!" she grumbled, her voice muffled by her hands. "I was actin' like one!"

Tuffnut's brow rose. "Wait, what? When did that happen?"

"When we were headin' t' Helheim's Gate," she sighed. "I heard a bunch o' the warriors whispering amongst themselves…they were sayin' Uncle Stoick should have locked me up because I was just as monstrous as the dragons an' that I'd just be a problem for them…"

He cocked his brow as he stared at her. "Uh, hello: You're half troll and you were trying to protect Hiccup," he said, his tone blunt. "_Of course_ you're going to look scary. But, uh, if they haven't noticed, you look pretty normal when you're _not_ scared out of your wits or trying to protect your family." He shrugged, flicking a bit of rotted flesh off his shoulder. "I mean, have they _not _seen a person protecting a loved one? Even the kindest person can be frightening in those moments."

She glanced at him, rather taken aback by how sound his logic was. "Ya think so?"

"I _know _so." He shrugged. "I mean, it's pretty much no secret that my mom's considered the most beautiful woman on Berk –she doesn't look scary at all. Quite the opposite, really. But, by Odin's beard, you should have seen her the time a bear tried to attack me 'n Ruff when we were kids! I have _never _seen a sight scarier than my mom shouting at that bear and swinging her ax at it."

"_Your_ mom fought a _bear_? And _lived_?"

He nodded, wearing a proud grin. "That cloak she wears during the winter? Yeah, that's the bear that tried attacking us. I've even still got a scar on my leg from where it clawed me." Still grinning, he leaned back, his hands resting on the ground behind him. "But yeah. People get scary when protecting loved ones. Sure, some are scarier than others, but that doesn't make them monsters –you especially, since you're a healer-witch-thing now."

She quietly chuckled. "Healer-in-training," she corrected.

He shrugged, feeling his guilt disappear now that he had her laughing again. "Healer-in-training, healer-witch-thing. What's the difference?" He smirked, ducking as she made to playfully thwack him with her tail.

"The difference is I'm sort o' banned from usin' magic right now," she laughed. "Gothi's not at all happy with what I did on Dragon Island." Standing up, she brushed herself off and offered her tail to help Tuffnut up.

"What? Why? You saved lives." He held his hand out and she curled her tail around his forearm before easily pulling him to his feet.

"Because I apparently pushed myself too much an' could have killed either my patients or myself." She shrugged. "I understand why she's upset, so I'm not too distraught over the situation." She held the bag open as Tuffnut began adding some of the bones from his prank to the collection. "That, an' she's not entirely sure how t' keep trainin' me in magic? I've been learnin' the human way o' using it, but she also wants me t' learn the troll way."

He picked up the skull, dislocating the jawbone from it. "Uh…How? There're no trolls on Berk except you."

She eyed him curiously as he put the jaw in the bag. "Why're you addin' that in? An' Gothi said she's goin' t' write t' my mum."

"For the teeth," he answered. "Keep it in simmering water for a few days an' the bone should become wet enough to break away from the teeth or at least allow you to pull the teeth out easier."

"Huh. Didn't know that."

"Yeah. Uncle Bucket actually taught me that." He picked the bag up, hoisting it over his shoulder. "Anyway, Gothi's writing to your _mom_? But…like, your mom doesn't know anything about you." The two of them started to walk, heading back to Barf and Belch.

"Right? That's what I told her!" She sighed. "I told her I didn't think it the best o' ideas, but o' course, she disagreed. She probably read the runes an' they told her t' do it."

He chuckled. "Probably. But, hey: This means there's a chance you'll finally meet your mom. That'd be cool, wouldn't it?"

She bit her tongue, a bit of a nervous look coming to her face. "Eh…T' be honest, I'm not entirely sure. I know next t' nothin' about her an' she knows literally nothin' about me. For all we know, she totally forgot she gave birth t' me."

At that, Tuffnut let out a loud, sarcastic laugh. "Yeah, _that's _likely. She only shoved you out of her-"

"You know what I mean," she interrupted, scrunching her nose up and sticking her tongue out in disgust.

He smirked. "Consider that mental image payback for earlier."

She pouted. "Oh, come on –I had no choice! Gothi _made _me explain it to ya."

"I could have lived the rest of my life _not _knowing about how women bleed for a week." They came to the clearing where Barf and Belch still lay, pleasantly snoring as they slept. Tuffnut whistled and their heads shot upright, looking around for him. As they spotted him, they got to their feet and trotted over.

She rolled her eyes at his comment. "An' I could have lived the rest o' my life without thinkin' I was about t' be killed by a very tiny Boneknapper." Mounting Barf, she glanced over at Tuffnut as he mounted Belch. "Make sure t' not let the bag open up. Don't need its contents spillin' over the island."

"I'll be careful," he retorted, his tone indignant. As they took to the air, a look of confusion came to his face. "Wait…What's a Boneknapper?"

Her brow rose. "…Da's never told ya the story 'bout him an' the Boneknapper?"

He shook his head. "No."

"Huh. Ask him 'bout it sometime; it's the sort o' story you'd like. Apparently, he's friends with a whale." 

* * *

><p>"Ya know, takin' a dollop o' fresh dragon poo t' the eye an' still havin' an eye afterwards is pretty much unheard of."<p>

"It's not something I'm very proud of, to be honest."

"Still. You're lucky t' have an eye at all –let alone the right side o' your face."

Hiccup cocked his brow as he glanced over at his cousin. Gothi lightly flicked his forehead, making him look back at her. "I really don't want to think about that right now," he sighed, closing both eyes and wincing ever so slightly when the old woman applied a strange paste to his skin.

"That's why I'm sayin' you're lucky," Thora chuckled. She tilted the mortar towards her, peering at the paste within. Finding it still too chunky, she started to grind it with the pestle again. "But don't worry –you're not the first one we've seen who's been bombarded by dragon poo."

He sighed. "That's…oddly a relief to hear."

Thora turned as Gothi tapped her on the shoulder. She pointed at the top shelf and Thora went to retrieve the jar she needed. "It's not happened as much since we've figured out the dragons poo at three o'clock," she told him, standing on tiptoe, "but it still does happen."

"With luck, I'm hoping to get them pooing somewhere _away _from the village." Hiccup cracked open an eye as the scent of lavender filled his nose and saw Gothi dipping her fingers into a purple-tinted cream. "It's harder than it seems, though."

Gothi nodded, chuckling.

"We heard the commotion ya made earlier," Thora admitted with a pitying smile. "Uncle Stoick put ya in charge o' herding the dragons then?"

He rubbed the back of his neck, Gothi applying the cream to his cheek. "Eh…not really herding…more like trying to keep the dragons out of everyone's hair. And Mildew's been no help. Apparently, his entire field of cabbages was eaten by Gronckles a few nights ago."

"Good! The basta—Ow!" She rubbed the top of her head where Gothi had smacked her. "What? He does! He's nothin' but trouble; even you've admitted it, Gothi."

Gothi sighed, rolling her eyes before grabbing her staff and writing in the ashes of the hearth. 'I may agree with you, but his cabbages were a food supply as well as useful in medicine. Hopefully, when spring comes, he will be able to grow more.'

Hiccup stuck his tongue out. "But his cabbage tastes disgusting."

"Da' can make it taste good. Remember that soup he made a few weeks ago –the one where ya had like, eight bowls?" He nodded. "That had cabbage in it."

"Really? I thought that was lettuce or spinach…"

She snorted. "Nope. An' you haven't tried his cabbage rolls, either –those will make ya love the stuff. He boils cabbage leaves an' then fills them with-" She was interrupted as Gothi used her staff to tap on the mortar. "Er…Right. Less talk, more work."

Chuckling, Hiccup watched as she transferred the contents of the mortar into a jar before cleaning it out. "What are you even making? It smells disgusting."

"A mixture t' help with muscle cramps," she replied. "It does have a bad smell now, but after a while, it mellows out. Even gets a bit sweet."

He nodded in understanding, Gothi finally finishing her work on his face. "Oh, by the way: Your dad said to tell you all the bones have been ground up and the powder's ready to be picked up."

Gothi lightly shook her head, writing in the ashes. 'About time. It only took him three days! It used to take him one.'

"Well, in his defense, we did get some pretty big bones," Thora pouted.

'With all his newfound time off, he should have finished ages ago.' She lightly smacked the ground with the butt of her staff for emphasis.

Hiccup winced, glad his cousin was too busy measuring out some herb to read Gothi's message. "Don't you think that's ah…a bit harsh?" Hiccup questioned, rubbing the back of his neck. "After all, Gobber's been plenty busy! How else is the armory supposed to stay nice and sharp?"

Gothi gave him a dull look before going to check on Thora's progress.

"Right…Well, ah…Thanks for fixing my face, Gothi. And I'll see you later, Thora. Bye!" He waved at them both before hurrying out of the hut.

Thora glanced at Gothi from the corner of her eye as the old woman inspected the salve she had already made. "Are…ah, are ya feelin' alright, Gothi?" she questioned.

'Of course. Why would I not be?' she scribbled on the chalkboard.

"Well, ya seem a bit…_grumpy _all o' a sudden."

She sighed, lightly shaking her head. 'Do I? I apologize. With the colder weather, my bones have been aching of late, but I haven't any mint oil to ease them for the time being.'

Thora cocked her head to the side, using her tail to add a log to the fire. "Well, we can make some." She added some oil into the mortar before sprinkling in some seedpods.

She shook her head. 'I haven't any mint and with storm season coming, I dare not sail to Healer's Island."

"…Gothi, we've got dragons now. We could _fly_ t' the island."

Gothi shot her a scolding look. 'Neither of us has a dragon, nor can either of us fly one,' she reminded her.

Shrugging, Thora started to grind the ingredients with the pestle. "That may be true, but I know Hiccup, Ruff, an' Tuff –all o' whom have dragons. I could ask 'em if they could fly us over t' the island."

'I think it would be best for only you to go,' Gothi wrote. 'Being in the cold so long would only make my bones feel worse. But, if they would be willing to take you then, by all means, please go. When the snows come, it will not be just me needing the relief of peppermint.'

Thora nodded. "Then how 'bout I go ask 'em after I finish this batch o' medicine? I can also pick up the bone powder from da'."

Gothi nodded. 'That sounds good. By the by, I forgot to ask: Did you find any teeth?'

"I did, but they were still in the jaw. Tuffnut told me t' simmer it for a few days t' soften the bone, so I've got it at home in a pot."

'Tuffnut told you that?'

She nodded.

'Well, well…that boy does have a brain after all,' she wrote with a small laugh.

"He and Ruff are pretty smart, actually," Thora told her. "Sure, they act dumb most o' the time, but I swear, they're only doin' it t' make us underestimate them.' She paused, thinking back to a few days ago. "…Then again, Tuffnut did think it was a good idea t' cover himself in bones an' jump out at me in the dragon graveyard. Ugh. Could have sworn he was a Boneknapper…"

Her brow rising, Gothi cleaned off her board before writing anew. 'Boneknapper?' she questioned. 'What in the world is a Boneknapper?'

Thora frowned. "…You've never heard o' a Boneknapper either?"

She shook her head.

"Why is it tha' only da' an' me know what a Boneknapper dragon is?" She sighed and brushed some hair from her face. "A Boneknapper is a type o' dragon that uses the bones o' the dead for armor. Its scales never harden enough t' be useful, so it's got t' make due usin' other things."

'Interesting! I've never heard of such a dragon before. How did you come to know of it?'

She shrugged. "Da's had a few run-ins with one before," she explained. "He's told me the story at least a hundred times. An' he's also made sure that I've got every dragon in the Book o' Dragons memorized, what with him usin' it t' read me t' sleep when I was a child." She peeked into the mortar before dumping it into another, empty jar.

Gothi watched as she cleaned out the mortar and wiped off the pestle. 'When would you be willing to go fetch the mint?'

"Well, if I get someone's help, I could go today," she replied. "How much o' the stuff d'ya need?"

'Quite a lot, actually. I always make my mint oil extra strong so I can get away with using less of it.'

"I'll be sure t' keep that in mind." Wiping her hands on her apron dress, she went to the door and shouldered her satchel. "If I don't come back, I'll have gone t' the island an' I'll bring in the bone powder an' the mint tomorrow. Otherwise, I'll be back with the bone powder."

Nodding in understanding, Gothi gave her a small wave before she left.

When Thora reached the town square, she found it to be in complete disarray. Barrels and crates had been tossed everywhere, dragon poo was scattered across the ground, and a lone sheep stood near the well, the wool near its rump burnt. Sighing, Thora lightly shook her head and continued on her way.

'I suppose Hiccup will be too busy after this,' she thought, turning some barrels upright and carrying them out of the way. 'I'll see what Ruff and Tuff are up to, then. Hopefully Ruff's feeling better…'

When she made it to the Thorston household, she was greeted by the twins and their dragon. All four were sitting atop the house, though Barf and Belch lowered themselves at Thora's approach. She bit her tongue, feeling a bit nervous to be so close to the dragon, despite having ridden it just a few days prior.

"Halt!" Tuffnut declared. "Who dares to approach the Thorston estate?"

"'Estate', huh? Since when did you guys get one o' those?" she teased.

Ruffnut grinned. "An estate needn't be a large plot of land, my dear Thora," she explained, her tone scholarly.

"Indeed, my good sister!" Tuffnut agreed. "In fact, an estate is simply the whole of somebody's property, possession, and money."

"Yes, farms and large halls are normally what one thinks of when the word 'estate' is brought up-"

"Strange, I normally associate it with dead people," Thora interrupted.

Ruffnut pouted. "I was going to add that in!"

Shrugging, she cheekily grinned. "Sorry."

Flopping over the top of Barf's head, she let out a defeated sigh. "Aren't you supposed to be at your lessons with Gothi?" she questioned, still wearing a frown.

"Yeah!" Tuffnut agreed, his brows furrowing in confusion. "Why're you out early?" He suddenly perked, his eyes widening. "Did you get in trouble? Did she fire you from being her apprentice? We can kick her butt if she did!"

Thora cocked her brow, wondering how in the world he had come up with that idea. "Ah…no? I'm actually here wonderin' if I could ask a favor o' ya."

The twins raised their brows and spoke in unison. "A favor?"

She nodded. "Aye. I need t' go t' Healer's Island, but since I don't have a dragon o' my own an' Hiccup seems t' be busy destroyin' the town…"

A sly grin suddenly came to Ruffnut's face. "And what would we get in return for said favor?" she questioned.

"Er…the satisfaction o' knowin' ya helped out a friend?" she suggested, trying to smile innocently.

The twin looked at one another, both wearing dull, bored expressions. "You'll have to do better than that," Tuffnut replied, resting his chin in his hand.

Ruffnut mirrored his pose. "Yeah. We need somethin' better than that."

"Like what? I already brought ya herbs for your cramps. Did they help, by the way?"

Ruffnut's cheeks turned a bit pink as she self-consciously glanced over at her twin. Tuffnut, however, pretended not to hear and simply glared at something in the distance. "Er, yeah…they helped a lot, actually," she mumbled, quickly looking away again. "But that was earlier this week; this is an entirely different situation."

"I have an idea!" Tuffnut suddenly declared. He motioned Ruffnut over and, leaning close to her, began whispering in her ear.

Thora rolled her eyes, chuckling as she covered her ears. When the twins separated, she uncovered them again. "So, what's the price I've got t' pay?"

"Pierce our ears," they answered, crossing their arms and wearing smug grins.

Her brow rose, taken aback. "…Ya want me t' pierce your ears?" she repeated. "That's all?"

"You act like it's easy," Ruffnut frowned.

"Yeah, it's _not_. We've tried before, but we always got them crooked or ended up having to take the earrings out because they got infected," Tuffnut added.

She shrugged, surprised by the simplicity of the trade. "Fine. I'll do it, but only on one condition."

"And that would be…?"

A serious expression came to her face and she pointed at them with her tail. "Swear t' Odin that you'll _never _yank each other's piercings durin' one o' your fights," she told them. "I've seen the damage they can do when pulled on an' trust me, it's _not _pretty. There's a reason No-Ears Erlingr is called No-Ears."

The twins cringed at the thought, but that didn't deter them. "We swear," Tuffnut told her.

"Yeah, we swear. We like our ears. …Well, I like mine. Tuffnut's are the size of shields," Ruffnut snickered, ducking as her brother tried to smack her shoulder.

"Your ears are just as big!" he argued. "They're just hidden under all your hair."

"It doesn't matter how big your ears are," Thora sighed. "They'll both end up pierced in the end. Now, let's go t' Healer's Island, shall we?"

Barf and Belched hopped off of the roof and landed beside her. "You'll have to sit on their back," Ruffnut instructed, "since there's no more room on their necks."

Tuffnut looked at his twin. "Uh…how's she going to hold on?" he asked as Thora awkwardly climbed onto the dragon.

"Uh, duh?" She reached over and knocked on his helmet. "Her tail, idiot." She glanced back at their friend, checking to see if she was settled yet. "You alright back there? We could always have them carry you in their claws."

Adjusting herself so that she was nestled between Barf and Belch's spines, Thora wrapped her tail around Belch's neck. "I'm fine just where I am," she replied. "Aye, it's a wee bit awkward, but I'm sure I'll be fine."

Matching grins came to the twins' faces and Thora let out a small yelp as Barf and Belch suddenly took to the air. It was far more difficult to hold onto the dragon without the help of rope and horns, but Thora kept her tail securely wrapped around Belch while her hands gripped the spines in front of her. When the twins started diving through the air and making their dragon twirl around in circles, she wasn't sure if they were trying to dislodge her or if this was how they always flew.

Thankfully, getting to Healer's Island didn't take very long. By boat, it would have taken half a day with favorable conditions, but thanks to Barf and Belch, the trip to the island only took an hour. They landed near the island's center, in a nice, open field. As Thora slid off the dragon's back, Ruffnut and Tuffnut looked around, already finding themselves bored.

"So…why are we here, again?" Ruffnut asked, hopping off Barf.

"I need t' get a lot o' mint," Thora replied, straightening out her clothes. "It shouldn't take me too long, so the two o' ya can either come with me or stay here."

Tuffnut slid off Belch, moving to lie against the dragon's side. "I'm stayin' here. Going to Death's Head Headlands was fun, but hunting for plants? No thanks."

Ruffnut shrugged, moving to start following Thora. "I'll come with you; I need a break from the smell of Tuffnut."

"Real men smell like sweat and blood!" he argued as the two females walked off.

"Real men know tha' bathin' is good for them an' their health," Thora murmured, plucking a leaf off a bush and looking it over.

"Huh. So that's why all the guys our age act like babies," Ruffnut snickered.

Thora chuckled. "That's not true! Hiccup an' Fishlegs are rather mature."

"Eh, but the rest of them?" She shook her head. "Snotlout and Fraener are the biggest babies of the bunch, though."

Thora rolled her eyes, letting out a sound of disgust. "You're tellin' me! If it's possible, Fraener's worse than Snotlout –he goes cryin' t' his da' if ya so much as _look _at him wrong."

"Right? At least Snotlout has the bollocks to fight back –_sometimes_." She glanced around as they got further and further away from her brother and dragon. "So, ah…where would we find the mint? Does it grow in the trees?"

Shaking her hair, Thora used her tail to lightly turn Ruffnut westwards along the path. "It likes wet areas," she explained, "so we're goin' t' the lake."

"There's a _lake _on this island? Not fair. Berk doesn't have a lake…"

"No, but it's the Unlandable Cove –that's got a nice swimmin' hole in it."

"But this is so far away. If I wanted to go swimming, I don't want to have to fly an hour to get there." She crossed her arms, pouting.

Thora laughed. "We live on an _island, _Ruff. Ya can walk t' the beach an' go swimming any time ya want."

Ruffnut stuck her tongue out in displeasure. "It's salt water; I can't swim with my eyes open! Plus, what I get attacked by a shark?"

"…You're scared o' gettin' attacked by a shark?"

"It's a logical fear! They live in the ocean and come close to shore when they want to eat a seal or something."

Patting her on the shoulder, Thora chuckled. "I wasn't goin' t' tease ya for it," she assured her. "I'm afraid o' sharks, too. Da' says I shouldn't be, since they're easy t' gut, but he forgets that I don't have a hook for a hand." Holding up her hand, she scrunched her nose up slightly as she looked it over. "Don't even have enough fingers, really…"

Ruffnut snickered again. "You've got more fingers than my cousin, Handless Hans. He lost his right hand in a dragon attack a long, long time ago, as well as…oh, three, I think, of the fingers on his left hand."

Thora cocked her head. "You've got cousins?"

She nodded. "Yeah, on mom's side. They live on Bashem."

"Your mum came from Bashem, too?"

"Nah. Mom had five sisters and they all married Bashem-Oik men. We don't see them very often, but they do write a lot. Mom has a whole chest of letters from her sisters…She's waiting for Trader Johann to get here so she can send him off with a batch she's been writing." She shrugged. "But yeah. Handless Hans only has two or three fingers to his name, so you're better off than him at least."

"Have ya ever met him?"

"Once, when Tuff and I were real small. Mom's the youngest of her sisters, so all our cousins are like…twice or thrice our age. Not that it matters, since we don't get to see them, anyway."

It was Thora's turn to shrug. "Must be kind o' nice, though, knowin' you've got family out there, even if you don't know 'em too well."

"Yeah, I guess." She gave Thora a light shove. "You've got Hiccup though, so don't go acting like you don't have family."

"I wasn't!" she pouted. "I was just sayin' it's nice t' know. I mean, I've apparently got three older brothers somewhere out in the world an' it's oddly comfortin' knowing that."

Ruffnut grinned. "You're just weird."

"Well, aye, but I thought ya knew that already?" She quickly reached over, grabbing Ruffnut's belt and tugged her backwards as they abruptly came to the edge of a small cliff. "Thank ya, Gothi, for not tellin' me about this…" she murmured, peering down at the lake below.

Ruffnut's cheeks grew a bit red out of a mixture of shock and embarrassment. "Er…thanks," she mumbled, also looking down at the water. Its surface was no more than ten feet below them, but both girls knew that it would be freezing cold. "So, uh, is that the mint?" she asked, pointing at a bush growing a few yards away from the lake's edge.

"Could be. Hard t' tell from up here, though." Releasing Ruffnut's belt, she started to climb down the crag.

"How much of it do you need?"

"Gothi wasn't specific. She told me that I'd just need t' grab a lot." She slid down the side of a boulder before reaching up and helping Ruffnut down. "So, I'm guessin' 'a lot' means as much as I can carry."

"And since you're half troll, that means you can carry way more than she thinks!" Ruffnut teased. "You should bring her like…ten bushes."

Thora's brow rose. "How am I supposed t' carry ten mint bushes, especially when we've got t' ride a dragon back t' Berk?"

At that, Ruffnut shrugged, but grinned. "No idea, but at least it would be enough."

Rolling her eyes, she nudged the blonde's shoulder with her tail, also grinning. "Keep talkin' like that and I'll make _you_ carry some o' it, too," she lightly threatened. She walked over to the bush and, without touching it at first, inspected it. "Looks like mint an' kind o' smells like mint," she murmured.

"So it's gotta be mint," Ruffnut finished.

"It smells different, though. I think this might actually be spearmint." She pushed some hair out of her face before plucking one of the leaves from the stem.

Ruffnut cocked a brow. "There's a difference?"

"Mhm. They look pretty much the same, except spearmint has pointier leaves." Popping the leave in her mouth, she chewed it. As the flavor coated her tongue, she nodded. "Aye, definitely spearmint. Hm…" She looked around, hoping to see if any other mint bushes were growing nearby.

"Don't spearmint and mint have basically the same uses?" Ruffnut also picked a couple of leaves and started chewing them. "My mom uses them pretty interchangeably."

"For the most part, they do," Thora agreed, "but spearmint is more treatin' skin problems while plain mint is better for lungs an' aching bones. Plus, it tastes better with lamb an' mutton."

Nodding in agreement, Ruffnut spat the chewed-up leaves on the ground. "You got me there. Spearmint just tastes a little…odd with sheep."

"Oh, an' plain mint is also really good at keepin' lice an' fleas away," added Thora as she went to look over a different bush.

"Yeah. Mom's been making sure to douse me an' Tuff in the stuff for years. It's like she forgets that Berk is one of the cleanest Viking settlements, so we don't have those problems…" Picking up a rock, she looked it over, judging its flatness. "Anyway, I found out fish oil is actually a lot better for my hair." Finding the rock too round on one side, she tossed it over her shoulder.

"Fish oil?" She glanced over at Ruffnut.

"Yeah! Not only does it keep my hair nice and shiny, but it also keeps it thick and strong. Tuffnut hates it when I use the stuff because it apparently stinks, but then again, have you seen the state of his hair? Blegh. Also, he doesn't bathe." She shook her head and picked up a different rock. Finding this one flat enough for her liking, she flicked her wrist, watching as it skipped four times before sinking beneath the waters.

"Well, he's a guy. What do ya expect?" She let out a small sigh of relief; this second bush _was _mint. "For the most part, guys are gross."

"Name one guy who _isn't _gross and who _isn't _Hiccup or Stoick."

She peeked over at Ruffnut, seeing that she was looking for more rocks to skip. "Er…Well…Egil's fairly alright."

"Uh…He farts on his little brother. I thought that was common knowledge?"

She stuck her tongue out. "No wonder Gustav's weird…" she muttered. "What about Gunnar Swansong? Not only is he a decent fellow, he's probably the least offensive guy our age next t' Fishlegs."

Ruffnut was silent for a moment as she contemplated Thora's suggestion. "Hm." Flinging a second rock, she watched as it skipped five times before sinking. "Yeah, alright. He's not gross. Then again, he's had to take care of himself, especially since he's had to start raising his little sister now that Gerta's gone…"

Thora froze, the memory of a half-burnt woman, her skull crushed and body twisted, filled her mind. Swallowing hard, she tried to push the image away and focus on gathering the mint in front of her, but it stayed in place.

"You alright?" Ruffnut asked, her brows furrowing as she watched Thora shake her head a few times. She grumbled quietly before rubbing her forehead. "Thora? Hey? Are you even listening to me?"

"S-sorry. I just…" Thora shook her head again before sighing. "It's nothin'."

Ruffnut crossed her arms and cocked her hip as she gave Thora a scolding look. "Yeah, you bein' pale and shaky isn't _nothing_. What's going on?"

She bit her tongue before rubbing the back of her neck. "Gerta was…she was one o' the bodies I saw durin' the fight," she admitted. "Let's just say there were far better ways for her t' have gone."

Cringing at the thought, Ruffnut awkwardly patted her shoulder. "O-oh…sorry," she murmured, glancing away. "I guess not being on the ground for the most of the fight was a good thing for us riders. We didn't have to see any of…of _that_. And when we were on the ground, the fog and smoke blocked it all out."

Letting out a sigh, Thora shook her head a final time. "Yeah…But at least she's at peace now. I'm pretty sure she's with her husband in Valhalla." Pulling her dagger from her bag, she pushed it into the earth around the mint bush. She began sawing around its base, cutting its roots so she could pull it up. "But yeah, Gunnar an' Fishlegs are the only guys I can think of."

Ruffnut crouched down, helping Thora loosen the plant from the earth. "Well, now that I think of it, Yngling isn't too bad, either."

"Yngling? As in Yngling Berg?"

"Uh, duh? He's the only Yngling on the island."

"Yeah, and he happens t' be a complete jerk. He's _worse _than Snotlout."

"Attitude-wise, yeah," Ruffnut grinned mischievously, "but even you gotta admit he's gettin' _real _handsome."

Thora stuck her tongue out. "There are way better lookin' blokes on Berk than him," she argued. With some effort, she and Ruffnut were able to tug the mint free of the earth's grasp. "Anyway, I thought this was a discussion 'bout how gross the guys are –not how attractive they are?"

Shrugging, Ruffnut chuckled. "They can go hand-in-hand, you know. The grosser a guy is, usually the less attractive he is. Anyway, despite being a jerk, he's real easy on the eyes. I mean, have you _seen_ the way his biceps flex when he's carrying sheep?" She let out a wistful sigh, mentally picturing the sight. "It's like watching Thor himself…"

Her brow rising as she watched the blonde stare lustfully at nothing in particular, Thora made a quiet noise of disgust. "Ruff, you're startin' t' drool."

"Sorry. It's just such a gorgeous sight." She wiped her mouth off on her arm. "Seriously –you should check it out sometime."

"Er…I'd rather watch Snotlout workout than watch that jerk. An' that's sayin' something, because ya know how much I hate Snotlout." Shaking her head, she wiped her dagger clean on her trousers before tucking it away. "So, no, I don't agree he's handsome."

Ruffnut stared at her, somewhat offended. "But even Astrid thinks he's handsome!"

"That may be so, but look who she picked over him: Hiccup." She chuckled, pushing some hair from her face.

Giving her a curious look, Ruffnut crossed her arms over her chest. "Are you even sure you're into guys?" she questioned, her tone almost accusing.

"Just because I don't find _one _bloke handsome due t' him bein' a jerk doesn't mean I don't like men!" Thora cackled as they started to walk back to the clearing.

"Then who _do _you find handsome?"

She shrugged. "Well, I find Egil kind o' cute, but that's about it, really." She ran her hand through her hair only for it to get stuck partway through. "T' be honest, I'm tryin' t' _not _go down that road right now."

"Huh? Why not? Is it the whole 'future Völva of Berk' thing?"

Untangling her fingers, Thora scrunched her nose up when she realized one of her rings had come off in the mess of hair. "Sort of, but it's more me tryin' t' not get my hopes up for any sort o' romantic future."

Ruffnut frowned. "Dude, that's lame. I'm sure-"

Thora shot her a look. "_Don't _even try," she sighed. "Your my friend, o' course you'd be optimistic. But I _know _I'm not what humans want for a lover or wife. Now, that's not t' say I may find myself a troll in the future, but…" She shrugged. "Unless the person's blind, that is."

Shrugging, the blonde put her hands behind her head. "I guess that's alright. So long as it doesn't like…depress you or anything? I mean, you are being realistic about the whole thing…Still think you can score a human, though. You're actually pretty plain, even with your tail and tusks."

"Regardless. I'm not gettin' my hopes up." She shrugged again. "Anyway, it's not like I really have much time t' spend with a guy. I'm either at my lessons or runnin' errands for Gothi."

"True. You don't have the freedom of us dragon riders." She grinned cheekily. "We get to spend all day doing whatever we want with our dragons…it's almost a shame Gobber stuck ya with Gothi. You're missing out on all the fun!"

Thora cast a small glare in her direction, but it went unnoticed. "Keep that in mind the next time ya get sick from inhalin' too much o' Barf's gas."

Ruffnut stuck her tongue out. "Warmed yak's milk with chamomile in it," she taunted. "Easy enough to remember."

Smirking, she gave Ruffnut a light nudge with her tail. "Ya forgot an ingredient."

"Did not! Gothi put chamomile in that warmed yak's milk –nothin' else!"

"Nope. There was somethin' else she added an' I'm not goin' t' tell ya what it is." She blew a teasing raspberry at her friend, who scowled. "At least, I won't tell ya if ya can't catch me." She darted ahead on the path.

"Oh, I'll catch you alright!" Ruffnut laughed, taking chase.


	8. Chapter 8

**A/N: **There is somewhat graphic violence towards the end of the chapter. Nothing terribly nasty, but be on guard when a certain flipflopping bad guy pops up.

* * *

><p>"Ah…Ah…ACHOO –Ow!"<p>

Gothi shook her head, letting out a hoarse sigh. It was the fifth time in half an hour that Thora had sneezed, and the third time she had managed to smack her head on a rafter. She watched as the girl hopped down off the stool, rubbing the top of her head.

'If I had known that this would be your reaction to making oils, I would have had you do this outside,' she wrote, handing the chalkboard to Thora in exchange for a large, copper pot.

"It wasn't bad when we were doin' the mint," Thora replied, pulling a cloth from her belt. "Only when we started the lavender." She blew her nose in the cloth only to wince as her head throbbed painfully against her skull. "Ugh…I'm goin' t' need t' make myself some headache tea."

'Until your sneezing stops, I will not have you go into the rafters anymore. We do not need you splitting your skull open.' She carried the copper pot over to the hearth, where there was already a copper pot filled with crushed lavender and oil sitting over a small pile of coals.

Thora came over and, using her apron dress as protection from the heat, lifted the pot of lavender from the hook. She carried it to the back of the hut, where she set it on the floor to cool. "It already feels like my head was split open," she replied, feeling the top of her head. Finding her fingers blood-free, she let out a sigh of relief before suddenly sneezing again.

Shaking her head yet again, Gothi grabbed Thora's arm and dragged her outside. The air was bitterly cold and freshly fallen snow crunched under their feet. Gothi brushed some snow off the top of a barrel before making Thora sit down atop it.

'You need to be away from the lavender for a while,' she wrote in the snow. 'Apparently, it is too strong a scent for you right now.'

Blowing her nose once more, Thora nodded in understanding. "I'm goin' t' have t' agree with ya," she groaned. "It's weird, though –when I was revivin' the flowers, I didn't have this reaction." She was able to cover her nose and mouth with the cloth before she let out yet another sneeze.

'That was before we crushed them,' Gothi reminded her. 'The oils within the flowers became more potent, and since there was so much lavender for us to crush, it only grew stronger. The same thing happened with the mint, only it became easier for the both of us to breathe and why our eyes stung a bit.'

"Well, next time we make oil out o' a flower, I'll be sure t' wear a cloth over my face." Leaning over, she scooped up a handful of snow before taking a bite out of it. She shivered as the cool stuff filled her mouth, but grinned. "I hate havin' a runny nose…I'm just glad I'm not actually sick."

'We do not know that just yet,' Gothi told her. She placed the back of her hand on Thora's forehead. It wasn't any warmer than usual and the same could be said for the back of her neck. 'No fever, so that is a good sign.'

"Trust me, you'll be the first t' know if an' when I get sick," Thora chuckled. She ate another handful of snow only to sneeze it back out. A disappointed look came to her face, earning a hoarse laugh from Gothi. "By the way, when are we goin' t' use that bone powder? It's been nearly two weeks since ya got it."

An almost mischievous twinkle appeared in the old woman's eyes. 'You have not noticed? I have used a bit of it almost every day.'

Thora frowned. "Ya have? When?"

'When I read the runes for the day.' She turned, moving to go back into the hut, motioning for Thora to follow. Once back inside, she wiped the chalkboard clean before writing anew on it. 'As you know, bones are important to divining the future. Chicken and rabbit bones are normally the bones of choice for reading the future, but powdered dragon bone helps to make the future clearer. It can also be mixed into potions or burned as part of an incense to help induce trances for divining.'

Thora's brows furrowed as she read over the words. "Wait, there's more ways t' read the future than just the bones an' the runes? Since when?"

Gothi cocked a brow. 'Since always.'

"Then why do ya only ever read the runes an' bones?"

'Because going into the trances takes too much energy for me these days,' she explained. 'It not only takes mental strength, but physical as well. Not to mention the endurance needed and I simply do not possess those these days.'

"So…I take it you'll be teachin' me how t' do that?"

Gothi shook her head. 'Not for a long while. I may not even be the one to teach you, now that the letter has been sent.'

Thora froze, her eyes wide. "It…It has? But when did Trader Johann come? I didn't know he had come an' gone already!" She suddenly pouted. "I wanted t' make some trades with him…"

'Late last week. You did not know? I would have thought Gobber would have told you, especially since you were stuck at home.'

Turning a bit red, Thora bit her tongue and glanced away. "T' be honest, I'm not awake much while I'm on my bleedin' time, so I don't think da' would have had the chance. But I can't believe he came an' left already!" Sighing, she shook her head. "Oh well…I'll get my stuff another time."

Gothi lightly patted her on the shoulder, chuckling. 'Do not worry. While it will be some time before we get a reply, but Trader Johann will surely be back within a few weeks.'

She shrugged. "Eh…it was nothin' important. Just wanted t' see if he had any fabric." Going over to the corner of the hut, she lifted a small barrel, easily prying open its top. She dumped its contents into the copper pot. "We were goin' t' do the clove oil next, aye?"

Nodding, Gothi took the empty barrel from her and took it over to a window, where she tossed it outside. Thora cocked her brow, hearing it crash on the rocks below.

"Now why did ya go an' do that?" she questioned. "Ya just went an' ruined a perfectly good barrel."

'No,' Gothi wrote, 'it was years old. It was barely good for anything but firewood by this point. Now, speaking of the bone powder earlier, you mentioned a while ago that you had gotten some dragon teeth?'

"Oh, aye! I've got them at home in a box. It took a lot o' work gettin' them out o' that jawbone, even after letting it soak for a few days."

Nodding in understanding, Gothi wiped the slate clean. 'Now those, in all honesty, have no purpose in our work.'

Grabbing a chest from one of the many shelves, Thora frowned. "They…don't? Then why did ya have me get them!?" She nearly dropped the chest as a sneeze took her by surprise.

'Because they are useful for jewelry, of course! If you are to become a Völva, you will need to have ceremonial garb and that includes jewelry.'

Thora cringed, an unsure look on her face. "…Er…are the clothes an' jewelry necessary?" she questioned. Opening the chest, she dumped its contents –cloves- into the largest of Gothi's mortars. "I mean, it's not like they help with doin' magic or healin' people, right?"

'Most times, no, they do not. Of course, you could enchant pieces of jewelry to have magical properties, such as protection, fertility, anti-fertility, and so on. But more often than not, a Völva's wardrobe is purely for vanity and bragging rights.'

"Lovely! Means I don't have t' wear any o' it, since I'm not vain an' I don't brag. I'll be just fine in my normal clothes." Looking around the area, she tried to find the pestle for the mortar, though it was nowhere in sight.

Gothi cocked a brow, her hand moving to grab her staff, but Thora yanked it away from her with her tail.

"Nuh-uh. No thwackin' me. My head hurts bad enough," she pouted. Getting to her feet, she started to search around the hut for the pestle.

'You will need a ceremonial outfit,' Gothi wrote, her eyes narrowed in a scolding glare. 'All Völva and witches wear them when the occasion calls for it, and that means you will as well. No excuses.'

"But I've got a good excuse!" Thora frowned. "I'm goin' through another growth spurt." She finally found the pestle hiding behind one of Gothi's cooking pots, its end dirtied by what looked to be salt and pepper. She wiped it clean on her apron dress before going back to the table.

At that, Gothi cocked a brow. 'Are you? I thought, perhaps, you looked taller…Well then, when you have finished your growing spurt, _then _you can commission a dress from one of the seamstresses in the village. Tomorrow, however, I would like you to bring those dragon teeth.'

She sighed, knowing it would be useless to argue. 'I don't want the seamstresses to waste all that fabric,' she thought, beginning to crush the cloves. 'What if this isn't my last growth spurt? Humans are supposed to have finished growing by this time in their lives, and yet here I am, getting taller…' Another, quieter sigh left her mouth as she held her hand over the mortar, keeping the cloves from jumping out.

Gothi's brow remained raised as she watched the teen work. Her sudden silence wasn't an unusual occurrence, though it did manage to make the old woman worry at times. Thora used her tail to bring the copper pot over to her and she dumped the lightly-crushed cloves into it before filling the mortar up a second time. The whole time, her brows were slightly furrowed and she had a bit of a distant look in her eyes.

Shaking her head, Gothi glanced at one of her windows. Outside, the light was beginning to fade as day turned to dusk. She reached over, lightly tapping Thora's shoulder after the girl dumped a second mortar's worth of cloves into the copper pot.

"Hm?"

'That is all for today,' she wrote. 'The sun will set soon, so it is best you get home. I can finish the clove oil.'

"Are ya sure? The pot's kind o' heavy."

Gothi nodded. 'I may be old and have aching bones, but I still have strength enough to lift a pot of oil,' she wrote with a raspy laugh. 'Now go on, go home. Tomorrow is a new day with new lessons.' Setting down the chalk, she made a shooing motion at Thora.

With the smallest of defiant smiles, she picked up the pot and set it on the hook before Gothi could stop her. She hurried out of the way before the old woman could grab her staff, darting out the door and into the frigid night air.

'Why did I not wear a cloak today?' she thought, rubbing her arms. She sprinted down the path, wanting to get to her nice, warm house. 'Oh, that's right –there wasn't any snow this morning!'

She was halfway down the final flight of stairs when one of the buildings in front of her exploded. A yelp left her mouth as she was shoved backwards by an invisible force and pained filled her backside as she fell against the stairs. Shaking her head, she pushed herself upright only to see the spinning, double image of the armory entirely engulfed in flames and Toothless rushing towards her.

"What the…?" she murmured, blinking her eyes in an attempt to get her vision righted. Toothless hurried to her side, nudging her with his nose in an effort to get her to stand. "I'm tryin', I'm tryin'," she told him, her sight finally beginning to settle. Holding onto his snout, she painfully stood up; she knew she'd have some nasty bruises along her shoulders and lower back the next day.

There was already a crowd of people gathered around the well when Thora hurried over. She took three buckets of water as they were handed to her before rushing back to the flaming building. The small bit of water she carried did little to help douse the flames; the fire was so hot, she could barely get close enough to throw the water. Even then, it did little more than turn to steam the second it came in contact with the fire.

Turning, she started to head back to the well only to find Stoick, Gobber, and Hiccup rushing towards the scene.

"First our boots, then the Great Hall –now the armory?!" Gobber cried. "What's goin' t' happen next? We'll get attacked by an old enemy?!"

"What happened?!" Stoick demanded, his eyes wide in horror.

"I'm not sure," Thora replied, glancing over her shoulder. "I was comin' down the stairs when the armory just…just exploded!"

One of the Vikings pointed at Toothless. "It was him! He did it!" he accused. "I saw him go into the armory not fifteen minutes ago! Not ten minutes ago, the whole thing goes 'Boom!'"

Hiccup paled, his eyes widening as well. "No…Toothless would never do something like this!"

"Ask her; she saw him too!" the man argued, pointing at Thora.

The other three men looked at her, waiting for her response. Rubbing the back of her neck, she bit her tongue and looked away. "I don't know what I saw," she told them. "The explosion threw me back an' I was disoriented for a few minutes. I _did _see Toothless in the area –he came runnin' at me- but from where, I don't know." It was a partial lie she told them; she had seen Toothless running from the armory, but she was sure he didn't make it explode. Why would he, after all the good he's done for Berk? "For all I know, he could have been runnin' from the Great Hall or from the armory. I really don't know, Uncle." Glancing at Hiccup, she could see a look of hurt on his face and, for some reason, guilt filled her stomach.

Stoick shook his head. "We'll discuss this later. For now, we need to work on puttin' this fire out."

"It's too hot," a woman told him, "we can't get close enough t' throw water on the flames. Not even five Scauldrons could put that inferno out!"

"Maybe some of the weapons will survive?" Hiccup suggested, desperation written in his features. "You've got to get metal _extremely _hot to ruin it-"

Stoick held up his hand. "Not now, Hiccup," he sighed, pulling at his beard with his other hand. "The two o' you head home. Tomorrow, I want the dragons _off _Berk."

Knowing better than to argue against him, Thora and Hiccup wordlessly left the scene, Toothless following behind them. Most of the villagers had left their homes by that point, leaving the streets relatively empty as the trio walked towards the village center. Still no words were said between them and Toothless could sense the tense air between the cousins. He let out a soft noise of concern before pressing his nose against Hiccup's palm.

Stopping in his tracks, Hiccup looked down at his dragon only to find concern and fear in his large, green eyes. He knew there was no way Toothless would have ever set the armory on fire, or that a Monstrous Nightmare would go on a rampage in the Great Hall…dragons simply weren't like that. But, by now, he knew the rest of the village wasn't going to believe him.

"Hiccup…?" Thora quietly asked, reaching a hand out towards him. "You alright?"

He stepped away from her hand, half-glaring at her. "Be honest with me," he spoke, his tone surprisingly firm. "I know you were lying back there –I've know you far too long, Thora. Did you see Toothless come out of the armory?"

She sighed, biting her tongue again. "Aye, I did kind o' lie back there," she admitted, "but it was because I _did _see him comin' from the armory." She looked at him only to find that he wasn't looking at her. "I didn't want either o' ya t' get in trouble."

Hiccup clenched his eyes shut for a minute, trying to figure out what in Midgard was going on. "It couldn't have been him, though," he told her. "He was in the wrong place at the wrong time! He _had _to be!"

"I know, Hiccup, I know-" she tried to assure him, but he interrupted her.

"No, you _don't _know!" he suddenly snapped. "You _can't_ know what it's like; you don't have a dragon!" He ran his hand through his hair in frustration.

Thora froze for a moment, her eyes wide in shock; Hiccup had _never _snapped at her. "Ya really think that?" she questioned, her senses having returned. "Ya really think that I can't care 'bout the dragons an' how someone's framin' them _just _because I _don't_ have a dragon?"

"It's different for you!" he argued, motioning at all of her. "Yeah, you care about the dragons, but you don't have a bond with any of them." Turning away from her, he rubbed the top of Toothless' head. "You don't know what it's like, knowing you'll have to exile your best friend come morning."

She crossed her arms over her chest, frowning. "Hiccup, if I wasn't stuck at my apprenticeship all day, ya _know _I'd be helpin' ya try t' find out who's been doin' this to the dragons!"

He rolled his eyes. "You could have helped with the patrols last night! If you had been helping, then there would have been a good chance of us finding the culprit!"

"How was I supposed t' help when I didn't know 'bout them?" she demanded. "No one told me 'bout them until Fishlegs showed up on my doorstep wearin' a sash with 'DUMB' scribbled across it. Ya need t' keep me in the loop 'bout things like that!" She quietly growled, rubbing her face in a mixture of exhaustion and aggravation.

Hiccup glared up at her –if she hadn't been upset, she would have admitted he looked less threatening and more like a puppy with a stomachache. "And how am I supposed to do that when you're always gone? If you're not at Gothi's, you're somewhere in the woods. If you're not somewhere in the woods, you're off with the twins! I can't keep track of you _and _the dragon riders, Thora!"

She rolled her eyes, her tail low to the ground and sharply twitching back and forth. "Odin's underpants, Hiccup; I'm sorry I have t' run errands for Gothi. It's not like she's an elderly woman an' can go huntin' down herbs an' shit all on her own anymore! Also, you're not easy t' find yourself. Whenever I get the chance an' feel like talkin' with ya, you're nowhere in sight because you're always off flyin'!"

"What else are you supposed to do with a dragon? Take it for walks?! They _fly_, Thora! Walks aren't enough for them!" He shook his head, running his hands through his hair in anger and frustration. "But now, I won't be able to do that. Tomorrow is the last time I'll get to fly on Toothless and then what? Berk goes back to being enemies with dragons? Or do we just ignore their existence? They've been such a godsend for us, and now they're being forced to leave!"

"I'm not sayin' t' take 'em for walks –I'm just sayin' you're just as hard t' get ahold of." Letting out a sigh, she did her best to keep her voice calm and even while unconsciously also running a hand through her hair. "Hiccup, listen: There's still time; maybe we can go searching-"

"No! No, there is no more time, Thora. This is the end. Dad said no more dragons, and his word is _law_." He half-glared up at her before turning and starting to walk away. "It's too late. You can't help. No one can." He shook his head. "Just…Just leave me alone."

She swallowed hard, tears stinging her eyes as she watched his retreating form. Clenching her teeth, she spun around and headed in the opposite direction of him. It didn't take her long to reach the smithy, its windows boarded up for the night. Not caring if anyone saw or heard her, she tied on her sooty leather apron and went around the forge, rekindling fires, lighting candles, and prepping the crucible by tossing in scraps of iron and pieces of coal.

* * *

><p>Thora was finalizing the shape on a red-hot ax head when Gobber found her, sweat drenching her clothes and her hair pulled back in a haphazard braid. He frowned, seeing that her eyes were red and watery; she merely wiped the tears away on the back of her hand as she tossed the cooled ax into the forge to reheat.<p>

"Lovey, what in Odin's name are ya doin'?" he demanded, his brow deeply furrowed.

She glanced back at him as she used a pair of tongs to pull a sword blade from the coals. "I thought I'd get a start on tomorrow's work," she grumbled, holding it against the anvil. Grabbing a somewhat smaller and rounded hammer called a fuller, she began to shape the sword's blood-groove.

Shaking his head, he went over to her, grabbing her hand and pulling the fuller from her grip. She started to protest, but the fatherly look on his face made her fall silent and glance away from her.

"It's nearly midnight," he told her, his voice gentle, "an' it's obvious you've been cryin'. What is goin' on?" When she remained silent, he sighed. "It's the dragons, isn't it?"

"No. Well…kind of."

Easily plucking her up, he sat her down on a counter. "Then tell your ol' man why you've got rivers flowin' from your eyes, eh? You've got me worried."

She let out a heavy sigh, still refusing to meet his gaze. "Hiccup an' I…we got in a fight."

His frown deepened. "What? The two o' _you _got into a fight? Is Ragnarök about t' begin…?"

"He thinks just because I don't have a dragon, I'm not upset 'bout Uncle Stoick exilin' 'em! An' he thinks I should have been more help t' him an' the riders in findin' whoever's been framin' in the dragons when he knows damned well can because o' my apprenticeship! Otherwise, aye! I _would _have helped 'em out!" She finally looked at Gobber, her tears flowing anew and her jaw starting to wobble. "He's bein' a git, da'."

A heavy sigh left his mouth and he wrapped his arm around her, giving her a gentle squeeze. "Lovey, ya know Hiccup better than most folk here on Berk –so ya _know _how passionate he's been 'bout tryin' t' train the dragons an' get them t' be an asset t' our people."

"O' course I know that. But him thinkin' I don't care even has me baffled, because I _do _care. I wanted t' start arguin' with Uncle Stoick right then an' there, but I knew better, especially with how foul o' a mood he had t' have been in." She wiped her face on her sleeve. "I didn't want t' get banished, too…"

"You know your uncle would never banish you-"

"But he banished the dragons an' Toothless has become like family t' him at this point!" She pulled away from him and slid off the counter, moving to toss the sword back in the coals. "An' how does he expect Toothless t' survive without Hiccup? He can't fly without him; he'll _die!_"

He rubbed his forehead, watching as she grabbed the ax head. She turned it on its side and grabbed the tool used to make the holes for handles. "Now, lovey, ya need to calm down an' try t' think all this through. I'm fairly certain most o' the _rational_ folk here on Berk know the dragons aren't normally the sorts t' do these things, but you got t' remember: Stoick is chief an' as chief, he has t' do what's best for his people. Right now, that's makin' the people calm."

Hammering the chisel down into the hot metal, Thora cursed under her breath.

"It doesn't help that Mildew's been stirrin' everyone up lately."

"He's probably the one who's done all this."

"Well, even if he was, we don't have any proof an' you know that, lovey." He went over to the furnace and, switching out his hook for his pair of tongs, lifted the sword blade out of the fire. "Did ya make this tonight?" he questioned, half his brow raised.

"Cast it a couple o' hours ago an' have been workin' t' refine its shape an' tang," she replied, flipping the ax over when the end of the chisel had gotten through to the other side. "I'm sure we can find _some _proof that it was Mildew. Footprints or somethin'."

He took the sword and set it on a stone bench to cool; Thora needed rest, even if she was upset. "That would work if it hadn't snowed after the first two incidents."

She cocked a brow as she glanced over her shoulder at him. "Da', I'm talkin' about around the armory. An' before ya say that the ground is covered in footprints by this point, only the _front _part of the armory grounds would have been trampled –no one was tryin' t' fight the fire from the back side, an' that's where the explosion originated."

His brow rose and he closed the door to the forge. "Did it now?"

"Aye." She lightly pushed him aside before tossing the ax into the coals to reheat. "Also, since when did we start storin' the oil for torches in the armory? That was always kept in the Great Hall, wasn't it?"

"What do ya mean? We never stored it in the armory."

"Then how else could a buildin' explode like that? A dragon the size o' the Red Death would be needed t' make a boom that big."

Once more he frowned, his mind now racing as he realized how true her words were. There was no way Toothless could have made a blast that loud –or one with that sound. Shaking his head, he pulled the tongs from his prosthetic before going to her and setting his hand and stump on her shoulders.

"Lovey, that's enough for tonight," he told her. "Tomorrow, ya can pick up where ya left off, but for now, I want ya t' go home an' get some food in your belly, alright? You need the rest."

She glanced between him and the ax head. "I take it I won't be goin' t' Gothi's for a while, then."

He nodded. "Aye. I'm goin' t' need all the help I can get refillin' that armory or whatever will be left o' it." Kissing her forehead, he pulled the hammer out of her hand. "Now get out o' here. I'll clean up. You better be either asleep or eatin' when I get home, you hear?"

A sigh of defeat left her mouth. "Aye, da'," she murmured.

Knowing she was still upset, he gave her another hug. "Things will turn out alright, lovey. They always do."

* * *

><p>Two days later found Gobber and Thora still working in the forge. They had only finished a handful of weapons –well, at least the blades. Most of them sat without handles or handgrips, Thora doing her best to make sturdy ones with what little wood she had to work with.<p>

"We should probably start dryin' some more wood soon," she told Gobber between the strikes of his hammer. "I don't think I've got enough for more than three axes an' four swords. An' don't expect me t' get any spear shafts made."

He flipped the sword he was working on over. "That's no good! If we want t' get the armory restocked, we're goin' t' need as much wood as possible."

"Aye, I know. Doesn't help it usually takes a few months t' dry the wood. Unless we make a kiln. That'll dry the wood in less than a week."

"Then we'll build a kiln." Both of them looked up as Stoick entered the smithy, his heavy winter cloak wrapped around his shoulders. "We can't risk Berk sitting defenseless. We need to be armed. Even a handful of weapons is better than no weapons."

Gobber cocked a brow, glancing at the chief out of the corner of his eye. "You know, we wouldn't be defenseless if ya hadn't sent the dragons away."

Thora peeked over her shoulder as she pulled the drawknife towards her. It wasn't often that her father disagreed with Stoick, but whenever he did, she knew things were about to get interesting.

"What was I supposed to do?" Stoick questioned. "The villagers were going t' form a mob and go after the dragons themselves if I didn't exile them." He scratched his beard, letting out a sigh. "I know sending the dragons away is risky, but would ya rather have an angry mob slaughtering them or the dragons safe for the time bein'?"

Shrugging, Gobber moved to pull a red-hot sword from the forge. "You've got a point there, I'll admit. But let's both be glad we haven't been attacked –especially by Alvin."

"Alvin?" Thora repeated, not impressed by his name. "Sounds like the name for a chipmunk…"

"Oh, no –Alvin's full title is Alvin the Treacherous," Gobber told her.

"He's the chieftain of the Outcasts," Stoick continued. "He's our oldest and most feared enemy. He knows Berk just as well as any o' us."

Gobber nodded in agreement. "As his name implies, he's a traitor. Used t' be a Hairy Hooligan until he went against Stoick's orders. A lot o' people got hurt that day because o' him." He lightly shook his head. "He's also always seemed to have a knack for knowin' when the perfect time t' attack Berk is."

Stoick raised his brow. "Then let us hope he's lost that knack." He went over to Thora, watching as she rotated the length of wood she was cutting. Across from her was the pile of dried wood –well, it was more like two longs and a couple of blocks. "I'll have Sven and Jorgen get started on a kiln," he told her, running his hand through his beard. "And I'll have Linnea chop some wood once an ax is ready."

Thora frowned, remembering the extent of her wounds. "Linnea? But she shouldn't be ready for any sort o' hard work yet. Can't ya send someone else? I'm sure Spitelout could take down a few trees with just his skull."

He shook his head. "Linnea's fully healed," he told her. "She has been for a while now."

Her brows remained furrowed. "How?! She was nearly split in two in some places!"

A knowing –and even somewhat amused- expression softened his features. "Because _someone _pushed herself with her magic an' managed t' close up her wounds, that's how."

Thora's cheeks reddened in embarrassment and she looked back down at her work. "Oh…"

Stoick gently patted her on the shoulder. "It's nothin' to be ashamed of, Thora," he reassured her. "You saved her life an' that's somethin' to be proud of."

"Oh, I'm not ashamed. I'm just…rememberin' the scoldin' Gothi gave me afterwards," she partially lied. In truth, she was recalling the nightmares more than Gothi's scolding. Using her tail, she reached over and grabbed a rasp from the workbench. "By the end o' today, we should have a few axes ready," she spoke, wanting to change the subject. "At least, if I don't ruin what I'm workin' on." With the rough shape of the handle carved out, she used the rasp to begin refining its shape.

"Thankfully, that's hard to do," Gobber chirped. "The part that's easily messed up is applyin' the leather for the handgrip."

She shook her head. "I've been usin' wire for the handgrips. Takes less time an' it's easier t' manipulate. Plus, I don't have t' cut it into strips an' boil it before usin' it."

He thought for a moment. "Huh. You're right. Good thinkin', lovey."

"You act like she hasn't learned a thing or two from ya over the years, Gobber!" Stoick chuckled. "Thora's practically been raised in the smithy; she knows how to make weapons."

"And plenty o' other things," Gobber reminded. "Like pots and pans an' spoons!"

Rolling her eyes, Thora quietly laughed and went back to focusing on her work. She would have much rather been in Gothi's hut, learning new ways to treat various wounds or being told what concoctions work best on aching body parts, but it was somewhat nice to be working alongside her father again. She had almost started to miss the smells of soot and hot metal, but she could do without the potent combination of hers and Gobber's body odors.

But, if there was one plus side to being back in the smithy, it was she had no fear of getting thwacked for being sarcastic.

* * *

><p>When late afternoon came, Gobber let out a heavy sigh and, removing his hammer, haphazardly tossed it onto the workbench. With a small cringe, he rotated his arm, trying to ease some of the stiffness he felt. It had been quite a while since he had done so much work, especially in just two days, and it was making him realize that he wasn't as young as he once was.<p>

'Maybe I should think about taking on a real apprentice…?' he thought, turning to look at his daughter. Her tail was slowly swishing back and forth behind her as she carefully wrapped boiled leather around the wooden handle of a sword. He couldn't help but smile, remembering the days when she could barely see over the anvils but still insisted on helping him by dragging over his different attachments. 'Thora does good work, but once we've got a few more weapons made, she'll have to go back to working with Gothi. Not to mention, the possibility of her going to the mainland soon…' He frowned at the thought, but shook his head, the thought disappearing with the action.

"Lovey, do ya have any o' that muscle pain tincture let?" he questioned, rubbing his shoulder as it continued to ache.

She shook her head, finishing up the braid of leather. "I'm all out o' muscle stuff," she replied, "but I can make ya some poultice, if ya want. I just need t' get some fresh roots from the forest."

His brow rose. "Are ya sure, lovey? It's awful cold out there an' you've been workin' all day. I can survive one night with a bit o' an ache –the Æsir know I've done it plenty o' times in the past."

Thora gave him a reassuring smile –the first honest smile he had seen from her since before her fight with Hiccup. "It's alright, da'," she told him. "I could do with a bit o' fresh air. An' I've got my heavy cloak by the door. I should be fine."

There was still a hint of frown on his face, but he nodded in defeat. "Aye, if you insist, lovey," he told her. "I won't be the one t' stop ya." He knew she was well old enough to make decisions on her own –after all, she was nearly sixteen- but at the same time, she was still his little girl and he wanted to keep her safe.

Standing up, Thora handed him the sword she had been working on. "I used leather on this one because I thought it'd help hold the handle together longer than the wire," she explained, "that, an' the leather won't rust like the wire."

He nodded, smiling. "Good job, lovey," he told her, closely looking over the hilt. Once he had finished with the sword's general shape, he had let her finish off the hilt. "Ya know, if ever ya feel like bein' a witch or a Völva is too much work for ya, I'd be glad t' keep ya here in the forge."

She laughed, wrapping her cloak around her shoulders. He noticed that, while it covered her torso well enough, it had become too short for her since the previous year –it ended just above her knees. "We'll have t' see, won't we? If I keep growin' like I have been, I may have no choice but t' be your assistant."

"Oh? An' why is that?" he questioned, the right half of his brow lifting.

"Because I'll be too big t' fit in Gothi's hut."

He snorted. "You could just sit the whole time," he jokingly suggested. "Ya can use your tail t' reach things –you'd be just fine!"

She rolled her eyes, an amused grin on her lips. "Thanks, da'. I'll keep that in mind should the need arise." Going over to him, she kissed his cheek. "I'll be back in time for dinner. Don't work your arm too much more until then, alright?" Before he could reply, she was heading out the door.

A small sigh left his mouth and Gobber shook his head. "They grow up so fast," he murmured.

He began to tidy up the shop. It was an easy enough job –putting his attachments away, sweeping the floor, and closing the window- but he went about it slowly. Something was beginning to feel _off_, but he couldn't tell what it was.

'Maybe it's just me letting Thora go out into the woods while it's so cold,' he thought, chasing wood shavings outside with the broom. 'It is winter, after all. But she's no dummy; she knows when to quit. It's _me _who needs to learn that…Hm. Must've been something she inherited from Greta.'

Looking up from his sweeping, he saw Hiccup and Stoick rushing towards them. His brow furrowed; Stoick looked both angry and afraid –not a combination he wanted to see. A few seconds later, the warning horn was blown and the streets started to flood with worried and confused Vikings as they made their way to the Great Hall.

"Gobber! Hiccup just told me he an' Astrid saw an Outcast ship anchored nearby," Stoick hastily explained.

"Outcasts?! On Berk?" gaped Gobber.

"They were rowing in from the north; they're going to land on the Long Beach," Hiccup added.

Stoick nodded in agreement. "Please tell me you an' Thora got some o' the weapons finished."

He nodded, ushering the two of them into the smithy. "Not many, since we didn't have enough wood. Two axes an' two swords. There would have been more, but some o' the wood had dry rot."

"Doesn't matter. So long as we have _somethin'_ to fight them with."

Gobber went and collected the weapons, glancing over his shoulder. "Ya said they were goin' t' land on the Long Beach?" he questioned. Hiccup and Stoick could see that his skin had grown pale and there was a hint of panic on his face. He handed the two axes to Stoick.

Hiccup nodded, taking the swords as they were handed to him. "Not sure how many of them there were, but the main ship was huge. Big enough to hold at least fifty men for sure."

He let out a heavy sigh, rubbing his face with his hand. "Odin help me," he mumbled.

Stoick's frown grew. "Gobber? What's wrong?"

"Thora's out there."

* * *

><p>Thora wore a small, triumphant smirk as she dug into the partially-frozen earth. Beneath the safety of the trees, the ground remained free of snow, though the frost had managed to latch onto the first few inches of soil. Using the blade of her dagger, she was able to easily carve her way through the dirt and get at the roots hibernating nearly a foot below the surface.<p>

'This is much better than being hunched over ax handles all day,' she thought, using her fingers to pull some of the earth from the hole. 'Even if it is cold as Skaði's ti-'

"Ouch!" she quietly hissed, shaking her hand. In her vigorous digging, she had jammed her fingers against an unseen rock. Her nose scrunched up in distaste, she squinted through the dim light, inspecting her hand for blood. Seeing none, she let out a sigh of relief. "Guess I deserved that," she mumbled. "Don't use the winter goddess' name in vain when you're stuck out in the snow…"

Shaking her head, she dug down just a few more inches. She gripped the above-ground portion of the plant and began to wiggle it back and forth. Then, after a few minutes, the whole thing came loose and fell into the hole she had dug. Uttering a prayer of thanks to the gods, she bashed it against the ground a few times, sending large clumps of earth flying but also freeing the roots.

She was trimming the roots from the stem when she stopped, hearing many voices some ways away on the road. Her brow rising, she finished her task and quickly shoved the root into her bag before quietly climbing into one of the trees. Using their limbs as stepping stones, she made her way to the path, crouching on one of the larger branches when she had a clear view.

"What the…?" she whispered, seeing the elders and the children of Berk hastily making their way along the path.

"Come along now!" a familiar voice gently ushered. "It's not much farther now; the caves are about half a mile away!" Mulch appeared beneath her, helping an elderly woman over a large root in the road. "It should be a bit warmer in the caves; if it's not, we'll be able to make some fires at the very least."

'This isn't good,' she thought, brows furrowed as the last of the villagers disappeared from her sight. 'If they're heading to Thor's Beach, then that means there's something going on in the village. But what? Everything was peaceful just a bit ago!' Shaking her head, she let out a quiet sigh. 'I know it's dangerous to head back to the village alone, but if there are enemies around, I don't want to be the one to lead them to the caves, either.'

Biting her tongue, she pulled her cloak tighter to her body before blowing into her hands to warm them up. 'But if I stay out here, I'll end up freezing. Ugh. I have such lovely options to pick from…'

Her tail twitched behind her as a new sound caught her attention. Peering up the road, she could see the large silhouette of a man hurrying down the path, something being held over his shoulder. As he drew nearer, Thora could see that it was Bucket carrying what seemed to be a stuffed lamb.

But then she heard the people following him. Despite her best efforts, she was unable to see that far ahead, but she could tell that there was a group of at least ten men. One of them was whispering orders for the others to stay quiet.

"Why don't we just ambush him, Alvin?" one of the men whispered.

"Can't you see the bucket on 'is 'ead? 'E's a 'alfwit. We'll just let 'im lead us t' the others," the leader replied. "An' _maybe _we'll find the dragon conqueror amongst them."

Thora rolled her eyes in a mixture of annoyance and frustration. "Seriously?" she muttered under her breath. 'Not only is Alvin the Treacherous attacking Berk the _day _da' tells me about him, but he's also looking for _Hiccup_? Either the gods have a strange sense of humor, or sending the dragons away really was bad luck…'

Her brow suddenly rose. Reaching into her bag, she pulled out her dagger and felt along its blade to check its sharpness. Despite having been used for a shovel, it remained sharp enough to cut through skin. Alvin and his men were passing below her; he was easily larger than her dad and Stoick, yet if she could get him by surprise…

'No,' she scolded herself. 'Doing stupidly heroic stuff like that is what gets people killed.' She looked back down at the road, seeing the Outcasts some yards away by that point. 'But it's not stupidly heroic if I just follow them…right?' A bit of a smirk came to her lips before she tucked her dagger away.

She climbed out of the tree and ducked back off the road before following after the Outcasts. It wasn't hard to trail them; not only were they traveling on a well-worn path, but thanks to her troll-blood, she could keep track of their voices.

Thora followed them for nearly a quarter of a mile, staying hidden until the trees thinned out only to be replaced by a rock wall on one side and a drop on the other. Peeking over the edge, she was unable to see very far, but her ears let her hear the distance voices of the villagers somewhere below. A small grin came to her lips and, after making sure the Outcasts wouldn't see her, she lowered herself over the side of the cliff, beginning to climb down.

The Outcasts reached bottom before her and had gathered up the frightened Hairy Hooligans. Laying down atop a boulder, Thora pressed herself flat against the stone and slowly crawled forward to watch what was going on. Alvin stood at the head of the group; she couldn't help but notice that, for once, someone had worse hair than her.

"Now you listen 'ere," he told the crowd. "For those o' you who 'aven't figured it out yet, I am the one an' only Alvin the Treacherous –an' that title was _earned._" He smirked as he saw the children move closer to their elders, quiet whimpers leaving their mouths. "Your leader 'as abandoned ya. But it's not Stoick who concerns me; I'm not 'ere for 'im. I want the Dragon Conqueror."

Mildew started to call out something, but Astrid elbowed him hard, knocking the old man unconscious. This drew Alvin's attention, but Astrid covered up the noise with a skillful lie.

'Well at least Astrid's here,' she thought. 'If things get messy, at least she, Bucket, and Mulch can help protect the others.' Something out of the corner of her eye caught her attention: Snotlout was stealthily making his way towards Alvin, a small club in his hand.

"You have two choices before you," Alvin called out, irritation in his voice. "One: You can tell us who the Dragon Conqueror is an' go back t' your warm 'omes. Sounds quite lovely, doesn't it? Especially since most o' you don't seem to be properly dressed for this weather." He grinned as he heard some of his men –who _were _properly dressed- snicker.

Snotlout has almost reached Alvin, but as he hopped onto the ledge Alvin stood atop, his must have made some sort of noise. Alvin suddenly spun around, glaring down at the teen; a look of panic came to Snotlout's face and he quickly held out his club, trembling in fear.

"For you, sir!" he squeaked.

Thora smacked the top of her head before her jaw fell slack; Astrid had thrown what looked to be a stone hatchet at Alvin. He caught it just before it could hit him, amusement on his face.

"My old 'atchet!" he cackled. "'Aven't seen this in years!" He turned, watching as Astrid was grabbed by two of his men and dragged before him. "Tryn' t' kill Alvin the Treacherous, eh?" He snickered. "You're not as smart as you look, are you?" he taunted.

Astrid growled, but said nothing as he held the blade to her throat. Thora's knuckles turned white as she gripped the stone.

"Option two," he called out, grabbing Astrid by the hair and thrusting her forward, "is the rest o' you get t' freeze t' death while watchin' us torture this little girl until one o' you finally snaps an' tells us what we want t' know."

Astrid struggled against the Outcasts. "No one say a word," she snapped. "Don't tell him _anything_!"

"I'll tell him t' go t' Hel!"

Alvin spun around just in time to be tackled by Thora, who had launched herself from her hiding spot. In his surprise, he let go of both his hatchet and Astrid, who snatched up the fallen weapon before darting away from Outcasts, standing protectively between them and the Hooligans.

A few cries of panic arose from the Hooligans as the Outcasts gave shouts of 'Monster! Kill it!'. However, as they drew in, wanting to help their leader, they realized their efforts would be in vain: Alvin and Thora were a fighting, snarling bundle of fur and hair, making it nearly impossible to tell who was who at the moment.

The fight didn't last long, however. Astrid clenched her teeth as Alvin sat up, keeping Thora pinned to the ground by her neck. Blood was smeared across both their faces, but she could also see blood staining Alvin's hair near his helmet.

"Well, well! If it isn't Gobber's lil' freak!" he chortled, using his free hand to wipe some blood from his mouth –in reality, though, he merely smeared it across his chin and wrist. "An' 'ere I was always told you looked like a monster. Looks t' me you're nothin' more than a wench with bad teeth."

She snarled at him, her fingers gripping the wrist that held her. "Was thinkin' the same thing about ya," she wheezed, smirking despite her predicament, "only, you're a lot uglier!"

He growled. Still holding her by the throat, he stood up and hoisted her into the air, letting the crowd see her. "Change o' plans: We'll torture _this _one until you tell me who the Dragon Conqueror is!" When still no one answered, he easily threw Thora at the stone wall, watching as she slammed into it before slumping to the ground like a ragdoll. "Tell me!" he snapped.

Thora let out a quiet groan, her entire left side hurting; her shoulder, especially, burned with pain. Slowly, she started to push herself up only to feel cold metal press against the base of her throat.

"Tell me who the Dragon Conqueror is," Alvin demanded, looking down the blade of his sword at her.

Thora opened her mouth to speak, but someone else beat her.

"Leave her alone!"

She looked up, seeing Hiccup sliding down a rock towards them.

"Hiccup! What're you doing?!" Astrid cried, stepping forward to try and stop him, but he held his hand out to stop her.

He continued to walk towards Alvin, not breaking eye contact with the larger man. "I'm the Dragon Conqueror," he told him, his face showing no hint of amusement.

Alvin cocked his brow, but kept the sword point on Thora. "You? Stoick's little embarrassment?" he snorted.

"I drove the dragons from Berk," Hiccup continued. "Look around. You don't see any on this island, do you?"

Astrid, realizing Hiccup's plan, started to play along. "It's true!" she vouched. "All the dragons are afraid of him. He even conquered a _Night Fury!" _

"It _is _true," Thora groaned before spitting some blood on the ground. "They're scared o' him. All o' them are."

Alvin rolled his eyes. "You're bluffin'."

"Am I?" Hiccup dared to taunt, wearing a bold smirk. "Well, then there's only one way to find out, isn't there? Take me Dragon Island and I'll _prove _that I'm the Dragon Conqueror."

Snorting, Alvin pulled his sword from Thora's neck and sheathed it. "Fine then, 'ave it your way, boy." He pointed at three of his men. "Stay 'ere an' make sure they-" he pointed at the ground, "stay put."

"You said they could go home if they told ya who the Dragon Conqueror is!" Thora grunted, wincing as she got to her knees.

Turning, he grabbed her hair and yanked back, forcing her to look up at him. "They didn't tell me who 'e was, now did they?" he sneered. He shoved her back down onto the ground before going over to Hiccup and grabbing his shoulder, starting to drag him off.

Thora glanced up in time to see Hiccup peeking over his shoulder at her. She managed to give him a small, weak grin before he was pulled out of sight.

Some of the Outcasts were shoved aside as Ylva darted forward, the twins and Astrid following behind her. Falling to her knees, Ylva gently helped Thora to sit upright, her back against the rock wall. A cry of pain left Thora's mouth as Ylva began to carefully prod her shoulder and arm, searching for breaks or dislocations.

"Is she gunna be alright, mom?" Ruffnut questioned, a worried look on her face.

Tuffnut's expression matched his sister's. "Are we gunna have to cut her arm off?" he asked.

Astrid thwacked them both upside the head. "That is _not _something you ask in front of an injured person!" she scolded.

"It's not dislocated or broken," Ylva spoke, talking more to Thora than the others. "You probably tore a muscle in your shoulder. Those tend t' be the more painful o' the arm wounds, but at least they heal faster than dislocated shoulders."

"Feels like my arm an' neck are on fire every time I move it," Thora hissed, her eyes clenched in pain. "How is it treated?"

At that, Ylva let out a sigh. "By not usin' your arm an' lots o' salves t' bring down the swelling. Do ya have any bandages with ya?"

Using her tail, Thora carefully removed her bag before handing it Ylva. "There may be some in there," she murmured, opening her eyes slightly.

Ylva opened the bag, but couldn't see in it. "You!" she barked, pointing at the nearest Outcast, who held a torch. "Get over here. I need your light."

"I don't take orders from Hooligans," he snapped.

Narrowing her eyes, Ylva stood up and marched over to him. "Then you'll _give _us your light!" she snarled, snatching the torch from his grip. At the same time, she kneed him hard between the legs. "Never back-talk a healer," she scolded as he doubled over in pain.

The other Outcasts gawked at her, moving themselves away from her in fear. Ruffnut and Tuffnut wore smug grins.

"Hold this for me, love," she told Tuffnut, her voice soft as she handed him the torch. "Get down low with us; she's got wounds other than her arm."

Kneeling down beside Thora, Tuffnut frowned. Now that she was bathed in light, he could see just how much blood there was on her face –some of it still flowing freely. "Man, Thora…Haven't seen you this beat up in a long time."

"Yeah. Not since the last time you got a hold of Snotlout," Ruffnut added, crouching down on her other side. She reached out, pushing some of her friend's hair out of her face, revealing a black eye.

"You shouldn't have done it," Astrid sighed. "I'm not saying I'm not grateful –because trust me, I _am_ grateful- but it was a dumb thing to do. You could have gotten killed."

Thora half-shrugged. "Same could be said for ya. After all, ya threw that hatchet at him." She tiredly grinned up at her, watching as Astrid's cheeks turned dark red.

Ylva sighed. "Well, ya do have bandages in here," she told Thora, "but they're soaked in oils." She carefully pulled out the wad of soiled bandages, giving them a squeeze to remove the liquid. "Looks like a few bottles broke durin' the fight."

Cursing, Thora tilted her head back. "I needed those…"

"You can always make more?" Tuffnut suggested. He passed the torch to Ruffnut, moving to unpin Thora's cloak for his mother before helping Thora sit away from the wall.

"I could," she hissed, pain shooting through her arm as she and Ylva gently forced it to bend against her chest. She held it in place as Ylva started to wrap the still-damp bandages around her arm and neck, doing her best to fashion a sling. "But da' needed some salve t' help his sore muscles…all I had t' do was add some juice from a root t' one o' them an' it would have helped him."

"I'm sure he'll survive," Ylva chuckled. "He's a tough man, Gobber. He's lived through far worse than a sore arm."

Spotting something on the ground a small ways away, Astrid frowned and went to inspect it. Her brow rose; it almost looked like a seashell, but what would one of those being doing over here? Leaning down, she was able to get a better look at the object only to let out a noise of disgust.

"Ugh! There's part of an ear over here!" she cried, stepping away from it.

"What?" the others chorused.

Thora shrunk back, her cheeks darkening in embarrassment. "It's…It's Alvin's," she assured them. She winced; her stomach was beginning to feel queasy.

The twins stared at her, their faces filled with a mixture of amazement and admiration. "You bit his ear off?" Tuffnut whispered.

"I had no choice!" she quickly replied. "I had t' try an' get the upper hand somehow, so…I bit him. I didn't mean t' take his ear _off_, though!"

"That is so _cool_," Ruffnut murmured, a silly grin on her face. Darting over, she leaned over and closely inspected the ear. "What did it taste like? Did it taste like chicken? Or maybe it'd taste like fish? Is human considered red or white meat?"

"Ruffnut!" Ylva scolded. "That's an entirely inappropriate—Oh dear."

Thora had swung herself onto her knees, managing to crawl a few feet away before throwing up.

"Look at what ya did," Ylva scolded, her hands on her hips as she glared at her daughter. "Ya went an' made the poor thing sick." She was more than a little surprised when she saw Tuffnut walk over to Thora and gather up her hair, holding it out of her face. He also helped her stay stable, since she only had one arm to balance on.

Astrid shook her head, going over to Thora and gently rubbing her back as she continued to spill the contents of her stomach. "It could also be the excitement leaving her system," she suggested. "I know that happens to some people."

"I'm pretty sure it's a mixture o' all that," Thora mumbled. Astrid moved to help her up when she started to shakily rise, but Tuffnut beat her to it.

"I've got her," he quietly told Astrid as he helped Thora to her feet. Slowly, he helped her make her way back to the others, where he sat her down in the same spot.

"Ya know," Ylva sighed, going through Thora's bag in an attempt to salvage anything, "all things considered, ya got off fairly unscathed."

Thora nodded tiredly. "With a title like 'Treacherous', I was thinkin' the same thing," she chuckled. Her brows furrowed slightly and she tilted her head, hearing a strange noise nearby.

Finding one jar intact, she opened and smelled its contents. It reeked of witch-hazel and lavender, letting her know it would be alright for bruises. "This may hurt a bit, but your bruises need some tendin' to," she warned Thora before doing her best to gently apply the salve to her cheek and around her eye.

"Don't worry. My face doesn't hurt much," Thora assured her, keeping her eyes shut. She attempted to concentrate on the strange noise, but the murmuring crowd and Ylva's talking drowned it out.

"True as that may be, I'm goin' t' have t' put this on your shoulder, too." Finishing up with Thora's face, Ylva motioned for Tuffnut to turn around before unclasping the shoulder of Thora's apron dress. With some help from Astrid, they were able to expose her collarbone and shoulder. Beneath her tunic, Thora's skin was purple and blue in color. "This _will _hurt for sure," she sighed.

Despite having his back to her, Tuffnut offered Thora his hand to squeeze. Grabbing it, she clenched her eyes shut, doing her best to keep from whimpering as even the slightest bit of pressure from Ylva's fingers sent bolts of fire through her. In contrast, the salve was cool, making her skin tingle as it soaked in.

It was then that Stoick, Gobber, and a group of other warriors burst forth from seeming nowhere. They easily overpowered the few Outcast guards, knocking out all but one.

"Where's Alvin?" Stoick snarled, holding the last Outcast up by the neck of his tunic.

The Outcast didn't reply. Instead, he spat in Stoick's face. In return, Stoick punched him.

With his free hand, Stoick wiped the spit from his face. "I said, _'Where is Alvin?'_" he demanded, eyes narrowed dangerously as he pulled the man closer to him.

"Alvin took Hiccup!" Astrid called.

Stoick looked up, dropping the Outcast. "What!?"

"He gave himself up," she continued. "They're on their way to Dragon Island."

A sigh of relief left Stoick's mouth. "So he's safe then?"

"For now, at least," Gobber told him. "When they get t' the island, things may change."

Nodding, the chief turned to the warriors. "Tie up these scum an' throw them in the jail," he ordered to half the group. To the other half, he told, "Ready our fastest ship with two catapults and any rocks you can find. We leave within the hour."

"Great Odin's Ghost! What happened t' ya, lovey!?"

Stoick spun around, watching as Gobber ran over to where Astrid stood. Frowning, he hurried over as well, reaching the group in time to see Thora's injury. His eyes widened in horror.

"I…er…" Thora murmured, her cheeks dark red. She was unable to look up at either her father or uncle. Biting her tongue, she attempted to divert the subject away from her. "Er, I'm not your main concern; Hiccup is. He's the one bein' held prisoner."

Gobber and Stoick wore matching looks of fatherly concern as they looked down at her. "We'll be goin' after Hiccup soon enough," Gobber told her, his voice stern, "but we're lookin' at you right now an' you look like ya fought a bear. What happened?"

Ylva sighed. "She fought Alvin," she explained, "in order t' protect Astrid."

Gobber's eyes widened, his jaw falling slack. Stoick's eyes also opened wider, but his mouth remained shut.

"It was awesome!" Ruffnut and Tuffnut chorused.

"Until Alvin won the fight," Ruffnut sighed, pouting slightly.

"But she bit his ear off!" Tuffnut grinned. He grunted, lurching forward as Astrid elbowed him hard in the gut.

"She did WHAT!?" Gobber cried, staring at Tuffnut. He then looked back at Thora. "Ya did _what_, lovey!?"

"It was t' protect Astrid!" she protested. "It's not like I _wanted _t' fight him or bite off his ear –I was tryin' t' help my friends!" She sighed, rubbing her face with her good hand.

"Thora, do you know how foolish-" Stoick started, but she interrupted him.

"Look," she began, finally looking up at the two men, "the two o' ya can yell at me all ya want later, but right now ya really should be headin' back t' the village with everyone else. Hiccup's the main focus here, _not _me. I'll head back, see Gothi, an' head home t' await my punishment."

"She has a point," Ylva gently told them, rising to her feet. "Hiccup's being held prisoner and, despite whatever plan he's managed t' come up with, he could use your backup more than Thora could use a scoldin'."

Running his fingers through his beard in irritation, Stoick let out a sigh of defeat. "Both o' them are right, Gobber," he admitted, setting his hand on Gobber's shoulder. "C'mon. Thora's in good hands for now. We needn't worry."

Gobber shook his head, sighing as well. "You rest assured, young lady, that you're in big trouble when I get back!" he told his daughter before letting the chief lead him away.

Ylva rolled her eyes before helping Thora to her feet. "Like the injuries you're suffering through aren't punishment enough," she murmured. "Tuff, love, bring me her cloak."

Tuffnut nodded, scrambling to get Thora's cloak. "Yeah, no kidding. She's a walkin', talkin' ball of pain right now," he agreed, carefully draping the cloak over Thora's shoulders.

"Well, it's kinda your fault she's in trouble," Ruffnut told him. "She wouldn't be in _so _much trouble if you hadn't told them she bit off Alvin's ear."

He frowned. "I couldn't help it; that's an achievement they should be proud of! Not many people can say they bit someone's ear off."

"Mikkel Týrson did it."

"That's because Mikkel Týrson is scarier than an upset Monstrous Nightmare," Ylva told them. "Now, the two o' you run ahead. I imagine you'll want t' go with the warriors t' get Hiccup."

Ruffnut cocked her brow. "Uh, are you sure…? We can stay and help you with Thora if you want…"

It was Thora who flicked her hand at them in a shooing motion. "Go on. Knowin' the two o' ya, I'll end up throwin' up again at some point," she tiredly laughed. "Just make sure ya kick some Outcast arse for me, alright?"

Tuffnut smirked, puffing out his chest proudly. "No worries there, sister! We are the best at kicking butts, especially if they're larger than ours!"

Again, Ylva rolled her eyes, but she let out a quiet laugh. "Go on, you two. Get out o' here."

The twins ran off, leaving Ylva and Thora to take up the rear of the crowd as they headed back to the village. Ylva stuck close to Thora, wanting to be sure that she would be alright. Despite how tired she look, Thora seemed to be walking just fine, though she did need some assistance when her cloak started to slip off her shoulders. After that, they walked in relative silence for some while.

After nearly a quarter of an hour passed, Thora let out a small sigh. "Thanks for helpin' me back there," she spoke. "Not just with the injuries, I mean. I mean, er, with my da' an' Uncle Stoick, too."

Ylva nodded in understanding. "The last thing you needed was for two large, scary men t' be yellin' at ya for bein' foolish when you had already fought a man larger than both o' them."

She pushed some hair out of her face. "I don't think I so much fought him as I did wrestle him…"

"You did land a few good blows," she countered, "besides bitin' his ear off, that is. I saw his mouth an' nose bleedin'."

"I managed t' head-butt him," Thora chuckled. "Saw stars afterwards, but it was worth it."

"He does have a rather thick skull," Ylva smiled. "But most men do. You'll learn that as ya get older –an' family members are no exception. No doubt ya already know how stubborn your father an' Stoick can be."

She nodded. "Aye…especially in regards t' the dragons." She frowned slightly, glancing out towards the ocean. "I don't think any o' this would have happened if Uncle Stoick hadn't sent the dragons away." Biting her tongue, she turned her gaze towards the earth. 'Hiccup and I wouldn't have gotten in that fight, that's for sure,' she thought. 'When he gets back, I really should talk with him and try to work things out…'

"More than likely, they wouldn't have," Ylva agreed, "but the gods have a funny way o' showin' us what we need most. Keep that in mind, by the way." She glanced over at Thora, seeing that she had her brow raised in mild confusion. "It's somethin' Gothi told me years ago when Tryggr, my husband, was taken from me."

Thora frowned. "What could ya possibly have needed that meant takin' your husband from ya?" she demanded.

"Patience." A small, wistful smile appeared on her lips. "When I was younger, I was very much like my children: Adventurous an' extremely impatient. Tryggr was taken before the twins had reached their second birthday, leavin' me t' raise 'em practically on my own. On top o' that, I had t' take care o' Bucket as well." She let out another laugh. "Let's just say it was a fast, hard lesson in learnin' patience. But because o' it, I have yet t' throttle Ruffnut or Tuffnut, even when I'm at the end o' my rope with them."

At that, Thora snorted. "Aye, ya do have quite a bit of tolerance with them. I'd like t' think I've got a fair bit, but there have been times I've snapped at 'em."

"I understand. They can be quite…" she let out a disappointed sigh, "raucous at times."

Thora patted her on the shoulder. "You've done a good job raisin' them, though," she told her. "I'm sure they would have turned out a lot worse if it had been someone else bringin' 'em up."

Ylva smiled. "Thank-you. That…actually means a lot, really. You've not idea how often I hear people callin' them monsters an' troublemakers, sometimes even t' my face. I know they're not the best behaved teens on the island, but…" She sighed, tucking some hair behind her ear. "They're not the worst, that I know."

"Far from it! Have they not seen Snotlout?" Thora snorted. "He has some o' the worst behavior on the island, aside from his father an' Mildew." She blinked, Ylva lightly tugging her away from the group of villagers as they reached the town. "Er…?"

"We're goin' t' see Gothi, remember?" She pointed far above them, at Gothi's tiny hut. "Best have her look at your arm t' get it properly treated."

Thora nodded in understanding. "Aye…rather have her look at it now instead o' in the mornin' when she'll hit me upside the head for not visitin' her."

* * *

><p>The warriors left shortly before midnight, leaving Berk on edge. Without weapons or their chief present, many people were worried that the Outcasts would use this chance to properly attack the village. As dawn broke, revealing a fresh layer of snow on the ground and not an Outcast in sight (save for in the jail), the people were able to breathe a small sigh of relief.<p>

But it wasn't until early afternoon, when they saw a single ship and five dragons on the horizon, that they completely let go of their fear. As soon as the call went out that a ship and dragons had been spotted, the villagers left their homes and rushed towards the docks, wanting to greet the warriors. By the third call, practically everyone was bundled up and waiting for the ship's arrival.

Thora let out a small curse as she hurried through the nearly-empty streets, struggling to get her cloak clasped into place. Her tail was of little help for this task, being too thick to maneuver the cloak pin and not nimble enough to hold the fur. She had managed to get it haphazardly pinned before she reached the docks, figuring it good enough to keep her warm.

She excused herself as she pushed her way through the crowd, doing her best to not jostle her injured arm. After a thorough scolding from Gothi the previous night, it had been treated properly and was now bandaged against her chest, keeping immobile for the time being. She apologized to someone after accidentally stepping on their foot, but continued to push her way forward until she reached the bottom of the pathway.

And she made it just in time. The riders were just landing their dragons and the ship was being tied to the dock. Cheers and applause filled the air, along with chants of 'Dragons! Dragons!'. There was a smile on Stoick's face as he came ashore as he saw his people welcoming the dragons back to Berk once more.

"How'd it go?" Thora questioned once her father had stepped onto the dock.

"Very well," Stoick answered. "I think it'll be some time before we see Alvin again." He put his hands on his hips as he looked at her. "And what about you, young lady? Did ya get your arm treated?"

She nodded, cheeks turning a bit red. "Aye, I did. It's been bound t' my torso for now, so it can't move."

Gobber nodded in understanding. "Good. An injury like that is goin' t' take some weeks t' heal." Half his brow rose as he watched his daughter's gaze fall to the deck. "I hope ya realize what ya did was foolish."

"I do."

"An' that ya could have all-too easily been killed?" Stoick added.

"Aye."

Gobber was about speak again, but he stepped back in surprise as a blur of green-and-brown ran past him before latching onto Thora. The sternness on his face disappeared when he realized it had been Hiccup.

"Thank the gods you're alright!" Hiccup squeezed Thora tightly as he hugged her, his eyes clenched shut. Thankfully, he was at least a foot shorter than her, so her injuries weren't disturbed by his squeezing.

Thora blinked, taken aback by the sudden hug. She soon smiled, however, and returned the hug, albeit one-armed. "Yeah, I'm fine," she chuckled.

"You didn't look fine last night," he frowned, looking up at her. "Not when you were lying on the ground, covered in blood and not moving!"

She chuckled, rolling her eyes. "Alright, ya got me: I'm not _entirely _fine, but I'm alive, at least."

He finally stepped back, an apologetic look on his face. "I'm sorry I yelled at you the other night," he told her. "I regretted it the moment it left my mouth, but I was just too upset to turn around and apologize."

Thora nodded in understanding, a small smile on her lips. "Aye, I know. Not goin' t' say ya didn't hurt me –because ya did- but I know _why _ya said all that. But-" She pulled him back for another hug, using her tail to ruffle his hair "-I accept your apology. Just promise me that next time ya get worked up like that, ya _don't _take your anger out on me, eh?"

Hiccup grinned, trying to fix his hair. "Promise."


	9. Chapter 9

**A/N: **Sorry this chapter took awhile...I kinda took last week off of writing because my mom has been in the hospital. She's doing better now, but she's still up there.

Anyway, Dagur has finally entered the story! Yaay! He's fun to write :) 

* * *

><p>"Uncle Stoick? Ya called for me?" Thora poked her head into Stoick and Hiccup's house, looking around for her uncle before stepping fully inside the house. Coming inside and letting her eyes adjust, she could see Stoick carving some wood near the hearth.<p>

He looked up, a small smile behind his mustache. "Ah, Thora! I'm surprised you could come so soon; I thought you had lessons?" He motioned for her to sit on a stool across from him.

"I did, but with this cold weather, Gothi's been fairly sore an' cranky," she explained, sitting down and unclasping her cloak. She let it fall to the floor behind her. "Which isn't fun for either o' us, even if she does use the peppermint oil we made." She half-shrugged, using her tail to pull her hair out of her face while she held her uninjured arm towards the fire.

He chuckled, giving a small nod. "She is getting up there in years, so it's understandable. But, speakin' of her, Gothi's actually the reason I called ya here." Setting aside his carving tools, he brushed the wood shavings from his lap before sitting upright.

Thora raised her brow. "…Am I in trouble?" she questioned. "You're not goin' t' scold me for fightin' Alvin again, are ya? Because between you, da', an' the rest o' Berk, I've had-"

He held up his hand, silencing her with a small laugh. "No, no. I know you've learned your lesson well enough by now. This is something entirely different -_an' _it pertains t' your training as a future Völva." Standing up, he moved to add another log to the fire.

She cringed. "Uh-oh."

Stoick ignored her comment as he returned to his seat. "As you know, tomorrow the Berserkers will be arriving for the annual treaty signing. Normally, Gothi would be present for such things, but I spoke with her yesterday and we agreed that, this year, you will take her place."

Her brow rose. "Er…are ya sure this is a good idea?" she questioned. "What if somethin' goes wrong an' I end up tacklin' someone?"

"It is a good idea," he told her, his brow rising, "because this will give ya the chance t' see what it's like to be a Völva. Since Oswald the Agreeable is so…well, _agreeable_, it'll be an ample opportunity for you to get to know an' speak with another chieftain. In turn, it'll give you the chance to learn how he thinks, giving you insight as to how he may react to different situations in the future."

She bit her tongue, glancing away. "That doesn't sound too hard, actually," she murmured, "so long as he leaves his son back in Berserker Bay, that is. Don't know how that man fathered such a…such a violent an' cocky prick."

"I know," Stoick agreed. Thora was more than a little surprised when he didn't scold her for her language. "He's not the kindest o' people, but even if he does come along, we have t' tolerate him, lest we accidentally start a war, do you understand?"

She shrugged and innocently glanced away from her uncle, a hint of a grin coming to her lips. "We _could_ make it look like an accident…" Any amusement on her face instantly disappeared when she saw the stern look on Stoick's face. "Or we could treat him with the kindness an' hospitality we Hairy Hooligans are known for!"

"As I was sayin'," he continued, his brow raised, "you will be present for the whole thing: Their arrival, the feast, the signin', an' their departure. If all goes well, they will be arrivin' tomorrow morning an' leaving the morning o' the next day."

She nodded in understanding. "Is Hiccup goin' t' be present, too?"

Stoick chuckled. "You think I wouldn't torture you without torturin' him as well, do you?" he joked. "He'll be joinin' us." He scratched his beard, a thoughtful look coming to his face. "But, ah…there was one, small favor I was hopin' t' ask of you…" Standing up once more, he went over to a large chest under the stairs.

She glanced at him from the corner of her eye, a confused look coming to her face. "An' that would be?"

"Do ya think you'd be able t' get your da' to take a bath before tomorrow?" There was desperation in his voice. "I know it's been snowin', not rainin', lately and with how much Gobber's been working in the forge, he just…Well, I'm sure you know."

"Oh gods, do I!" she laughed. "I tried t' throw some clove oil on him a few days ago t' make him smell better, but he caught me. I can't make any promises, but I'll _try _t' get him t' bathe."

"Even if you're only able t' cover him in lavender oil while he sleeps, it'd be a vast improvement." Turning around, Thora saw he now held a long, thin box made of cedar wood. It was plain, yet she had the feeling something vaguely important lay within. "Now. We can't have you, our future Völva, wearin' those rags to the treaty signing tomorrow. As such, I want you t' have this." He set the box on the table for her, knowing she wouldn't be able to open it with just the one arm.

Her brow rising, she curiously went over to the table and opened the box. Inside laid a neatly folded dress of dark grey linen and a heavily-beaded apron dress of indigo velvet. Pulling them out of the box, she saw that both would fit her rather well –if anything, they would be slightly too _big _for her. Her eyes widening, she looked over at her uncle in shock.

"Is this the dress ya wore when you an' da' disguised yourselves as women t' sneak into the Bashem Oik feast?" she questioned.

At that, Stoick burst out laughing. "Did that ol' rascal really tell ya about that?" She nodded, making him shake his head in mirth. "No, no…This isn't from then. Trust me, ya wouldn't want t' see _that _dress. No. This dress had been meant for Valka."

Thora paled, her jaw falling slack; it was well known that Valka was his deceased wife. "I-I can't take this, uncle!" she cried, doing her best to fold it back up.

"An' why not?" he demanded, his brow rising.

"The dress belonged t' your wife! It should go t' Hiccup's future wife –not t' me! I mean, I never knew her an' she never knew me, so it'd be a shame-"

He set his hand on her uninjured shoulder. "You needn't worry 'bout sentimental value," he assured her. "It had been made before anyone on Berk had met her. You see, Valka was o' Bog Burglar birth an' they're all…well, they're _slighter_ than our women. Not keepin' this in mind, the seamstress made the dress _much _too big for her. The only reason Valka saved it was because she thought it was too pretty to give away to a stranger." There was a warm, tender smile on his face as he looked over at the dress. "I'm sure if she had known ya, she would agree that the dress should go to you, Thora. You deserve it, after all, especially after what ya did for Astrid last week."

Her cheeks ablaze with awkwardness, Thora bit her tongue and glanced away. "But it _looks _like it's been made for an _important_ woman."

Stoick gently tilted her head so that she looked him in the eye. "Thora. Not only are you a Völva-in-training, but you're my niece. My _family_. If that doesn't make you important, then I don't know what does."

Thora's eyes began stinging, tears filling them. Biting her tongue, she threw herself at her uncle, wrapping her good arm around him and squeezing him tightly; her injured arm protested, but she ignored it. A lump in her throat kept her from saying anything, but when Stoick hugged her in return, she knew he understood her thankfulness. 

* * *

><p>Gobber hummed to himself as he walked home from a long, sweaty day in the forge. Now that he had recruited Silent Sven, Phlegma the Fierce, and Hoark the Haggard to help him in the smithy in Thora's place, he was making great time replacing all the lost weapons. A kiln had been built outside his shop, allowing for nearly half a tree's worth of wood to be dried at the same time. This gave off plenty of wood for axe handles, sword hilts, and spear shafts –and, unexpectedly, shields.<p>

Throwing open the door to his house, he was more than a little surprised to find Thora tending to the hearth, her hair damp and pulled back in a tight braid. His brow rose; she wasn't due home for another hour or two.

"Lovey? What're you doin' here?" he questioned, unclasping his cloak and hanging it by the door.

"Uncle Stoick summoned me earlier today, so Gothi just gave me the rest o' the day off," she explained, brushing some bits and pieces of wood from her clothes. "How'd work go in the forge?"

"Excellent! Phlegma has started work on makin' axe handles while Hoark is in charge o' swords. Sven has been helpin' me make the weapons." He took off his helmet, setting it on the table before getting himself a mug of ale. "What'd your uncle want?"

She glanced over her shoulder at him, watching as he sat down at the table. "I'm takin' Gothi's place tomorrow," she answered.

"Are ya now?" he laughed. "Well, that's wonderful! You'll get some firsthand experience on what it's like t' be in Gothi's boots, then!"

"That's exactly why I'm takin' her place." She sat down across from her father, adjusting the binding on her injured arm somewhat. "He also gave me a present."

"Ooh, a present! An' it's not even close t' your birthday!"

Thora cocked her brow. "Da', we don't _know _my birthday," she reminded him, her tone dry. "Anyway, he gave me one o' Valka's dresses."

Gobber stared at her, spilling a bit of ale on his chest. "He…He gave ya _what_?"

She nodded. "That was basically my reaction, too," she chuckled, "but he assured me that he wanted me t' have it. Apparently, it was much too big for her t' ever wear, though she didn't want it goin' off t' a stranger."

Half his brow slightly rose. "Is it the grey one with the blue overdress?" he questioned. "Or the yellow one with the green robes?"

"The first one."

He nodded in understanding. "Good, good…The yellow one was her maternity dress. Wouldn't need ya walkin' around in that, would we?" He quietly laughed. "Don't know if Stoick would still have that thing, though. I'm surprised he even had the grey dress!"

She half-shrugged. "Well, they did belong t' his wife…I imagine he wanted t' keep some sort o' memory o' her about."

"Good point, lovey." Draining his mug of the last of its contents, he stood up and started to head for the pantry. "So, what did ya spend the rest o' the day doing?"

Thora spun around on her stood, watching as he hobbled across the house. "Eh, took a bath an' then went to Ruff an' Tuff's t' have them braid my hair."

"I was wonderin' how ya managed t' do tha—AAH!"

A mischievous grin spread across Thora's face as she watched her father trip over a rope she had strung across the pantry doorway. He hopped forward a few feet, managing to turn himself around before he splashed backwards into a tub full of nice, hot bathwater.

"Ha! It worked!" she cackled, jumping to her feet. Rushing forward, she used her tail to snatch up a bottle of liquid from the pantry counter before turning it over, dumping the entirety of its contents onto her father. "Now ya _have _t' take a bath!" she laughed, watching as he squirmed about and created a soapy lather.

"Lovey!" he pouted, water dripping off the end of his nose. "How could ya betray me like this? Ya know we Vikings are _supposed _t' smell bad!"

"Not when important ceremonies are takin' place tomorrow, they don't," she firmly told him, putting her good arm on her hip. Once more using her tail, she picked snatched up a scrub brush, also from the counter, and held it out to him. "Now, you had best scrub yourself very well, da', or else I'll go fetch Gothi t' make _sure _ya scrub."

He shuddered at the thought, pushing himself upright. "Alright, alright. Ya win this time," he told her, snatching the brush from her hand. "But rest assured, lovey, this isn't happenin' again for another six months!"

"If ya say so, da'," she chuckled, closing the door to the pantry so he could bathe in peace. 

* * *

><p>The next morning was cold, but unusually bright and sunny. As Thora made her way to the docks, she pulled her cloak closer around her as she looked around.<p>

'Gothi would say this is a good omen,' she thought, having to squint to keep her eyes from watering. The snow was almost blinding thanks to the sunlight. 'Not so sure if I agree, since I can hardly see a thing…'

Peering out towards the ocean, she could see the Berserker ships slowly drifting nearer and nearer. She shuddered, whether from the cold or from the sight of so many ships, she didn't know. Regardless, she stopped for a moment by a brazier filled with firewood and flames. A sigh left her mouth as she held her hand out to the fire, enjoying the warmth it gave off.

Her brow rose as she watched Ruffnut storm by; Tuffnut was nowhere in sight, making her worry slightly. "Ruff?" she called. "What's wrong?"

Pausing in her steps, Ruffnut turned. "That idiot I'm forced to call my _brother _is what's wrong!" she replied, her lips drawn back in a snarl. "Do you have _any _idea how frustrating it is having him for a brother, let alone a _twin_?" She growled, kicking at the snow.

She bit her tongue, knowing that this could only mean trouble was coming. "Er…well, aye, he can be a bit o' a jerk sometimes…" she replied.

"Sometimes?! SOMETIMES!? Thora, you don't have to live with the guy!" she cried, throwing her arms out. "He's constantly nagging at me because I didn't groom my half of _our_ well-groomed stuffed yak or because I'm 'hogging' _our _spoon! And when he's not nagging, he's doing gross guy stuff like farting or belching all the time or working out in the rafters." She ran her fingers into her hair and pulled at it in frustration. "Ugh! I'm sick of it and I'm sick of him! I can't deal with it anymore."

Cautiously, Thora made her way towards her friend and patted her on the shoulder. "Well, why don't ya get another spoon an' well-groomed yak?" she suggested. "An' I'm sure if ya hit him hard enough, he'll stop fartin' an' belchin' around ya."

Ruffnut shook her head, growling once more. "No. You don't get it, Thora. You don't have a twin or a brother or whatever. You've _Hiccup _for a demi-cousin and that's like ending up with the god of politeness!"

"I…can't really argue with ya there," she admitted, "but is Tuffnut really worth gettin' _this _worked up over? What did he even do t' get ya this mad?"

"He exists, that's what!" She shook her head, stepping away from Thora. "Well, he can do whatever he likes now. I'm going to my dark, soggy alone place and I ain't ever comin' back. Except sometimes for food." She started to storm off once more, but Thora stopped her a second time.

"Aren't ya goin' t' take a cloak or somethin' with ya?" she demanded, her hand on her hip. "It's the middle o' winter; you'll freeze!"

"My seething anger will keep me warm."

Rolling her eyes, Thora unclasped her cloak and tossed it at Ruffnut. "Aye, but you're takin' that just in case your 'seething anger' dies down an' turns t' 'mewling pouting'," she ordered.

Ruffnut made no reply; instead, she grumbled to herself and carried the cloak over her shoulder as she stomped away.

Shaking her head, Thora let out a sigh as she ran a hand over her braids. "What in Midgard has her so worked up?" she murmured. "I've _never_ seen her this upset…"

A quick glance back at the ocean made a curse leave her mouth –the Berserkers were almost to Berk. She sprinted away from the brazier, making her way towards the docks and praying that she would make it before the ships docked.

Luck, however, wasn't _quite_ on her side.

As she reached the top of the walkways leading down to the water, she could see the first of the Berserker ships pulling up the docks. Biting her tongue, she started running, letting out an occasional curse as her arm was jostled. With just one turn in the walkway left and the Berserkers still working on tying up their ship, she hopped over the edge of the wooden path, landing with a small 'thud' between her father and Hiccup, startling them.

"S-sorry I'm late," she wheezed, standing upright. "I r-ran into—into a p-problem."

Gobber frowned, seeing the lack of weather protection around her shoulders. "Lovey, what happened t' your cloak?"

"Loaned it t' the problem. I'll tell ya later."

Hiccup tugged on her sleeve and she leaned over. "Does your problem happen to have blonde hair, four horns on their helmet, and is a twin?"

She glanced over at him. "Gee, how_ever _could ya guess?" she murmured. "Do you know what's up with them?"

"They got in a fight yesterday; that's all I know," he sighed. "And now their Zippleback is on the loose and we can't catch it, let alone control it."

"Uh-oh. That…isn't good…" She let out a small yelp, cringing as a loud horn was suddenly blown from the Berserker ship.

One of the soldiers stood up, holding aloft a forked spear as he began to call out, "Presenting the high chief of the Berserker tribe: _Cracker_ of Skulls, _Slayer_ of Beasts, the _Great_ and _Fearsome_-"

"Oswald the Agreeable?" Gobber mumbled, half his brow rising and his eyes widening.

"-_Dagur the Deranged_!" Stepping aside, the soldier revealed the sight of the young man, who was barely two years older than Hiccup and Thora.

He spat on the ground before turning and facing the Hairy Hooligans standing before him, letting out an almost malicious chuckle.

"Dagur?" Stoick gasped.

"Deranged?" Gobber murmured, a horrified look coming to his face. He glanced at Stoick, seeing the chief wearing the same shocked expression as him.

"Oh no," Hiccup groaned, slouching forward slightly.

Thora bit her tongue, her tail drooping to the ground. "Perfect…" she mumbled, her eyes wide.

Stoick cleared his throat before taking a step forward. "Dagur, where is your father?"

Dagur looked at his nails in a bored fashion. "My father has been…retired," he casually explained. "He lost his taste for blood. I, on the other hand, am _starving_." He smirked down at the Hairy Hooligans –none of them enjoyed seeing the bloodlust that filled his green eyes.

'Oh, this is wonderful,' thought Thora. 'He's somehow gotten _worse _than the last time he was here! How is that even possible?'

Sauntering down the gangplank, Dagur came ashore and looked around, his hands on his hips. "Now, where are you hiding them, Stoick?"

Stoick frowned and raised a brow. "Hiding what?" he questioned.

"Do I look stupid to you?" the Berserker questioned, his own brows furrowed together.

Gobber leaned over. "Trick question, **don't** answer it," he whispered to Stoick.

Having not heard the blacksmith's words, Dagur continued. "We both know what's going on here." He casually waved a hand at the village above them. "I have it on _excellent _authority that you're amassing an army of dragons."

Stoick narrowed his eyes suspiciously. "'Excellent authority'? An' just whose authority would that be, Dagur?"

He shrugged and glanced away, putting a hand on his hip. "Never mind. Just know that if I find it to be true, then my _armada_ will attack with the force of a thousand brave Berserker soldiers." He grinned, motioning to the horizon, where dozens upon dozens of ships floated, awaiting his signal should something go wrong.

"Stand down, Dagur," Stoick calmly ordered. "There won't be any need for the armada. Now let's get to the treaty, shall we?"

"Yes, let's," he agreed, still smirking as he looked over the four Hooligans before him. "According to the treaty, my visit starts with a tour of Berk –the armory, the feast in the Great Hall, the killing arena—" He suddenly paused, his brows slightly furrowing as his gaze fell on Thora. They then rose and his head tilted to the side, an almost silly grin replacing the malicious smirk. "_Thora? _Is that _you_?" he questioned.

She blinked, suddenly feeling everyone's attention on her. Her cheeks started to grow a bit warm. "Er…aye?" she replied, her tone filled with confusion. "Pretty sure there aren't any other half-trolls on Berk…"

He went over to her, having to look up to see her face. "Look at you!" he grinned, motioning to all of her. "The last time I saw you, you were scrawnier than a shaved sheep! Now, it's as if Freya herself has blessed us with her presence!"

Thora stared at him, a brow raised and her jaw slack in bewilderment. "Er…_What_?"

Using the momentary distraction to his advantage, Hiccup ran off, wanting to warn the others of the trouble that they were in. He silently apologized to Thora, but if Dagur was the new chief of the Berserkers, things were about to get dicey.

"I know, I know –you must hear that _all_ the time," he told her, oblivious to her confused expressed, "but by the gods, Thora, you have aged _well_!" He winked, the impressed smirk still on his lips.

Gobber cleared his throat, setting his hook on Thora's shoulder and gently pulling her away from Dagur. "Shall we get started with the tour then?" he suggested, trying to get Dagur's attention away from his daughter.

"Yes, the tour," he chuckled. Gobber's attempt hadn't worked very well, as Dagur hooked an arm around Thora's arm and pulled her back towards him with the intention of walking aside her. "Lead the way, gorgeous," he told her, attempting to put on a handsome smile.

Thora, however, was able to side-step away, managing a small, albeit nervous, giggle. "I think that's somethin' best left for Uncle Stoick t' do," she told him before darting behind Gobber. 'The gods must hate me,' she thought, shuddering, 'because of course the _one _person who will ever find _me_ attractive is Dagur the _Deranged_…'

She followed behind her father as Stoick started to lead the group up the walkway. Once in a while, Dagur would glance back at her, ignoring whatever it was Stoick was trying to tell him. In return, Thora pretended to be too busy readjusting the binding on her arm.

"Thora," he asked as they neared the top of the walkway, "how did you get injured?" There was something about his tone of voice she didn't like, almost as if he already _knew _how she had come by her injury. "That doesn't seem like an easily-acquired injury. Dislocated shoulder, perhaps? Or is it a torn muscle?"

Regardless, she glanced up, her cheeks darkening once more. "Oh, er…torn muscle. I, ah…was sparring with da' last week," she half lied. "Got a lil' overzealous an' well, wouldn't ya know? I paid the price."

He nodded in understanding, lightly shoving Gobber aside so he could walk alongside Thora. Whether he believed her or not, she couldn't tell. "Ah, yes…I know the thrills of fighting all-too well. Sometimes, you can't help but push yourself beyond your limits just to see if you can!" He let out a cackle before suddenly regaining a calm demeanor. "I always had the feeling you'd make a good warrior –well, at least ever since you left that lovely scar on my leg."

She swallowed hard, remembering many years ago when she had bitten his calf –in her anger, she had come very close to tearing a chunk out of it and _nearly _starting a war if Oswald hadn't been so understanding of the situation. It wasn't as if he hadn't deserved it; he had attempted to lure Hiccup into a bear's den. If she hadn't bitten him, his plan may have worked…

"Funny thing, actually –I'm _not_ a warrior," she told him, hoping he would be disappointed and find her less interesting. "I'm in trainin' t' be Berk's next Völva." She inwardly smirked when she saw his face fall.

"Is that so?" he commented. "What a shame! I'm sure you could easily rip out a man's throat with those beautiful tusks of yours. Or even a dragon's throat –that is, _if _you still kill dragons on this island." He narrowed his eyes somewhat, searching her face for any sign of hesitation.

"O' course we still kill dragons," Thora retorted, narrowing her eyes in return. "Who d'ya think we are? _Cowards_?"

Dagur smirked up at her, opening his mouth to say something, but Gobber suddenly stepped between them.

"First stop o' the tour!" he declared, pointing up at the large building that Thora knew to be Berk's food storehouse. "This is our food storage. It's where we, well-"

"Oh, oh! Let me guess!" Dagur sarcastically begged. "It's where you store your food. _B-o-o-oring_!" He rolled his eyes and crossed his arms over his chest. "I want to see the dragon killing things!"

"I'm afraid our armory is being rebuilt," Stoick told him, his brow raised. Gobber and Thora could tell his patience was wearing thin with Dagur and his violent attitude. "It was recently destroyed in a dragon attack." It wasn't entirely a lie, at least.

Seeing a hint of a grin coming to the Berserker's lips, Thora quickly added, "That's not t' say we _don't_ have weapons. If ya just follow da', he'll lead ya over t' his workshop, where the weapons are bein' temporarily stored." As she spoke, she could hear a small commotion taking place across the village –it sounded quite a bit like a dragon. "Now, if you'll excuse me, I forgot my cloak an' I'm a wee bit cold. Let me go grab it an' I'll meet back up with you three later."

Stoick gave her a small nod of thanks, a bit of a smile on his lips as she darted off.

'I am fairly certain Gothi never had to deal with a treaty signing like this,' she thought, hurrying through the center of the village. She paused for a moment, her brows furrowed as she saw fresh Zippleback tracks in the snow. 'If those belong to Barf and Belch, I'm going to get Gothi's staff and thwack the twins…' Continuing on her way towards the ruckus, she rounded a few corners only to let out a curse.

There were Hiccup and Astrid, both teens pushing on the hindquarters of an extremely familiar Hideous Zippleback.

"What is goin' on?" Thora cried.

"The twins are fighting," Astrid grunted, trying to get Barf and Belch to move. It was, however, to no avail. "And they refuse to work with each other to fly their dragon!"

Thora groaned, smacking her forehead. "Great. It's a good thing da' an' Uncle Stoick are leadin' Dagur t' the _other_ side o' the village right now…Have either o' ya talked with them?"

"We're going to talk to them when we get Barf and Belch out of the village," Hiccup told her. He then let out a yelp, slipping on some ice. Thora cursed and lurched forward, snatching the back of his vest before he could face-plant in the snow. "Thanks…"

Sighing, she ran a hand over her hair. "Look. I'll handle Barf an' Belch –the two o' ya need t' cover their tracks before ya see Tuffnut. Make snow Valkyries over them or somethin'; Dagur _can't_ know there are still dragons here."

"How's that going, by the way? Is he still flirting with you?" Hiccup questioned, holding onto her arm as he picked some bits of snow and ice off the bottom of his peg-leg.

Astrid cocked a brow. "Wait, Dagur's flirting with you?" she questioned, looking at Thora.

"Sadly." She shuddered. "Da' an' Uncle Stoick are goin' t' show him the smithy, since that's where our weapons are bein' stored for now. Gods only know he should get a thrill out o' all the sharp objects…"

"Ugh…Now I don't know who's in a worse situation: Us or you," Astrid murmured, rotating her arm. She let out a small sigh of relief as her shoulder made a loud popping noise. "But, uh, how do you plan on dealing with Barf and Belch? We can't get them to move for anything!"

Thora shrugged. "Shouldn't be too hard." Once Hiccup let go of her, she walked in front of the dragon. Both heads gently and affectionately nudged her, earning a quiet laugh from her. "C'mon, boys," she murmured, slowly waving her tail in front of their heads. They watched it intently, starting to follow her as she began walking away from the village. "Just got t' know what they like."

"You are a life saver," Hiccup sighed. "We owe you."

"I'll hold ya t' that," she grinned. Quickening her pace, she made sure to keep her tail just out of reach of Barf and Belch. 'The last thing I need right now is for my tail to have dragon teeth marks…' she thought. 

When they had reached the cover of the forest, she scrambled into a tree –having some difficulties thanks to her arm- and hopped around from one tree to another and then back to the first, confusing the dragon below. Then, remaining as quiet as possible, she grabbed an old bird's nest and threw it in the opposite direction of the village. Barf and Belch darted after the noise, hoping they would finally be able to catch the elusive half-troll tail.

Finding a shattered bird's nest instead did not amuse them. Barf blew gas at it in frustration and Belch lit the gas. They watched as the nest burst into flames thanks to their combined efforts. The dragon then jumped on the thing, beginning to trample it.

Belch, however, ceased his half of the stomping when he heard the faintest sound of snow crunching. Looking behind them, he could see the retreating form of Thora running out of the forest. He bonked his conjoined brother with his horn before motioning behind them. Then, staring each other in the eye for a moment, they spun around and started to follow after her.

Hunting sensed engaged, they made sure to fly high into the air once they were out of the trees. They stalked Thora from afar, hoping she would tire herself out before long. But, while her pace did slacken once she got in the village, she continued moving, making her way through the streets and towards the Great Hall.

With the dragon so high up, Thora was unable to hear them. She paused for a moment outside the Great Hall to catch her breath, able to hear the conversation taking place inside.

"So, ah, Dagur…What are some o' your _deranged _plans for the Berserker tribe?" Gobber questioned.

"Return my people to their former glory, first and foremost," replied Dagur. "It will take some time to get my soldiers back up to snuff on their fighting skills, as they've been slack in their training the last few years, but I'm hoping after a few bloody skirmishes, they'll be back in shape."

"And, ah…what about treaties with other tribes? Do ya plan on makin' any more o' those?" asked Stoick.

"Perhaps. I've a few in mind that would create strong alliances…Berk, quite possibly, being one of them."

"We've given you no reason to not trust us, Dagur."

"So far, that holds true. And it may continue to be such. But, you know…" His tone had taken on a somewhat hopeful tone. "There are ways to strengthen the bonds of friendship between our tribes. _Unite_ them in ways that would make betraying one another almost impossible…"

Stoick did not sound at all pleased as he dared to ask, "…What are you suggesting, Dagur?"

Dagur chuckled. "Oh, nothing much. Just, that now that I'm chieftain, I happen to find myself looking for a wi-"

Deciding it best to end the conversation there, Thora threw open the doors to the Great Hall. The men across the hall jumped, startled by her sudden entrance; she, meanwhile, shivered as she was met by the sudden onslaught of heat. As she shut the doors, she realized just how cold she was and she hurried over to the fire, holding her hand out towards the warmth. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see both Hooligan and Berserker warriors replacing weapons in their sheaths.

"Ah! Thora, I was wondering where you had run off to!" Dagur chirped. His brow then rose. "…I thought you had run off to get your cloak?"

She glanced up, thankful her cheeks were already red from the cold. "Er…turns out, I couldn't find it. I must've left it at one o' my friends' houses yesterday." She swished her skirts around, freeing them of the snow that had stubbornly clung on.

Gobber stood up, moving to get her some food and warm cider. "We were just discussin' Dagur's plans for the Berserker tribe," he called over. "Apparently, we're not the only ones he has in mind t' make treaties with."

"So long as he doesn't ally himself with our enemies, I see no problem with that," she commented, not wanting to let them know she had eavesdropped. With her skirts now snow-free, she let out a small sigh and looked around for a spot at the table.

Dagur eagerly shoved his second-in-command off his stool and shoved his food aside, motioning for her to sit by him. She swallowed hard, seeing no other seat available as well as the upset look on the Berserker soldier's face as he grabbed his plate and went back to eating on the floor.

With caution filling her mind, she sat down beside Dagur, attempting to be as subtle as possible in her attempts to scoot away from him. Thankfully, he didn't seem to notice, as Gobber blocked her from sight for a moment while placing food in front of his daughter. He patted her good shoulder apologetically before moving to return to his seat.

Thora snatched up the mug of slightly-steaming cider and took a long drink from it, relishing in its warmth. A quiet sigh left her mouth as the heat radiated down her throat, into her stomach, and through her limbs. It was as she picked up a leg of chicken and ripped some meat from it that she became painfully aware that Dagur was watching her eat. She mentally cursed and wondered why in the world he was so intrigued by her.

Stoick cleared his throat, somewhat drawing Dagur's attention once more; Thora gave him a thankful expression. "Now that we're all here, how about a toast?" He stood, holding his mug aloft, everyone else following suit before called out, "To Oswald!"

Dagur stuck his tongue out. "Fine. To Oswald! To Oswald!" he called out in a mocking tone. "Blah-dee-da, blah-dee-da, blah!" He grumbled, stabbing his meat pie.

Thora eyed him warily as she wiped her mouth off on the bottom of her apron dress. "Er…So, did I miss anythin' important while I was off? Has the treaty been signed yet?"

"Ah! No, it didn't. An' that's a wonderful idea, actually!" Gobber piped. "What do ya say, Dagur? We sign the treaty an' then you an' the Berserkers can be on your way!"

Dagur clapped his hands together. "Great idea. Let's sign the treaty! Bring us the dragon's blood!"

"Dragon's blood?" Thora questioned, her brow raised.

"Don't be ridiculous, Dagur," Stoick replied, forcing a chuckle. "Your father an' I haven't signed a treaty in dragon's blood in _years_!"

"Oh?" He narrowed his eyes in suspicion. "And why would that be a problem for _us_, Stoick? Unless, of course, you _don't_ kill dragons anymore."

Stoick raised his brow. "Of _course _we still kill dragons."

"The problem is," Gobber interrupted, "we've killed so many dragons, there're none left! Why, there's not a dragon within two-hundred miles—"

As if on cue, Barf and Belch burst into the hall, their wings outstretched and shaking slightly, making the dragon appear larger than what it really was. Everyone jumped to their feet, overturning tables and stools in the process. The Berserkers drew their weapons, but they were too shocked to do anything, leaving the Hideous Zippleback to race around the Great Hall. Knowing they were searching for her and her tail, Thora ducked behind the nearest person and tried to cover her ears against the shouts and yells.

Not finding their prey, Barf and Belch scrambled out of the place before flying away. How did that tail they were hunting disappear into thin air like that!?

"This is perfect!" Dagur gleefully cackled. He turned to Stoick, grabbing his arms. "Can't you see? It's a _sign_! Two heads, one for each chieftain!" Facing his men once more, he drew his sword and held it high in the air. "Tonight, we hunt dragon!"

Stoick did his best to keep his composure. Leaning over, he helped Thora to her feet. She was still trying her best to keep her ears covered, since the Berserkers were now chanting 'Kill! Kill! Kill!'. Gently moving her hand aside, he placed his own hands over her ears –she sighed in relief.

"Dagur," he spoke, his voice grave.

Spinning around, Dagur looked up at him with a small frown and a raised brow. "What?"

"Your chanting is hurtin' my niece's ears," he told him, nodding at his niece. "Could ya take it outside?"

Dagur looked back and forth between Stoick and Thora a couple of times. Thora's eyes were clenched shut and she was doing her best to regulate her breathing –both things he recognized from whenever his mother got a sudden headache. Shrugging, he turned back around.

"Men!" he called out. "Let us prepare for the hunt!" When most of his men had left the hall and Stoick had uncovered Thora's ears, he smirked and wrapped his arm around her shoulders. "Don't worry about finding your cloak, beautiful. By tomorrow night, I'll have you draped in dragon skin." Giving her a 'handsome' wink, he pulled away and followed after the other Berserkers.

Thora shuddered and stuck her tongue out in disgust.

Gobber, however, grumbled under his breath as he limped over. "Who does tha' overgrown brat think he is? Sayin' he'll drape MY DAUGHTER in _dragon skin_? Ha! I'd like t' see him try. He'd probably wet himself the moment he got closer than three feet t' a full-sized dragon…"

Stoick shook his head. "Not now, Gobber. We have somethin' more important t' worry about: The life of that Zippleback." He looked down at Thora, who nodded in understanding.

"I'll go find Hiccup an' the others an' warn them," she sighed. 

* * *

><p>It took a while of searching, but Thora eventually found Hiccup and Astrid warming themselves by one of the braziers scattered about the village. She stopped some yards away, hesitation suddenly filling her mind when she saw the looks on their faces. Both wore small, shy smiles and she could tell their cheeks weren't red just from the wintery air. From where she stood, she was able to hear snippets of their conversation and she bit her tongue; Hiccup was doing his best to smoothly flirt with Astrid, and Astrid seemed to be reciprocating.<p>

'Of course I have to give them bad news when Hiccup's finally gaining some courage with girls…' she thought, hiding herself behind one of the houses.

Sighing, she ran her hand over her braids and leaned against the wall of the house. Tilting her head back, she stared up at the sky. By that point, the clouds had returned to block out the blue sky. It made things feel a _little _normal again, but she knew they were anything but.

'What's more important, though? Hiccup's love life or Ruff and Tuff's dragon?' she continued to think. 'Hiccup will have more chances, I'm sure, but Barf and Belch only have one life and I certainly don't want it to be ended by a prick like Dagur…'

Taking a deep breath, she bit her tongue and stepped away from the wall. She was about to round the corner when a voice suddenly stopped her.

"Still wandering around without a cloak?"

Spinning around, her eyes widened as she saw Dagur approaching her.

"You're going to end up freezing," he told her, his brow rising. "After all, it's going to take me some time to track down that dragon to get your _new _cloak."

"Oh, er…Well, I was headin' for the brazier 'round the corner here," she replied, swallowing hard. "That should warm me up enough t' get me home."

He walked over to her, surprising her with his strength as he easily turned her around. "Is that so? Well, I think I'll join you, then. After all, I could use a little warm-me-up before I go out hunting," he spoke, hooking his arm around her waist.

'Gods help me…' she thought, suppressing a shudder. She then silently cursed; being properly dressed, Dagur was warm. As such, she found that she had unconsciously stepped _closer _to him.

The two of them rounded the corner, catching Hiccup and Astrid's attention. They looked over, fear coming to their faces.

"Er…hi, Dagur…hi, Thora," Hiccup awkwardly spoke.

"Oh, it seems this brazier is already taken," Dagur frowned. He let out a small, dramatic sigh. "Well, I'm sure we can find a different one-"

"No! This is perfect!" Thora told him, making her voice sound as chipper as possible. She used her tail to lightly push the horn of Dagur's helmet away from her face. "This means I can tell them 'bout the _good news_!" She glanced at the other teens from the corner of her eye.

Astrid lifted her brow, putting a hand on her hip. "The 'good news'?" she repeated. "What good news?"

"Yes, what good news?" Dagur also questioned, his brows furrowed.

"Oh, don't be silly, Dagur," she retorted, smiling 'fondly' at him. "Ya know –the news 'bout how you an' Uncle Stoick are goin' t' be _huntin'_ that Zippleback that _burst into the Great Hall!_" She stole another glance at Hiccup and Astrid, finding them both wide-eyed and slack-jawed. "Aye, amazin', isn't it?" she continued, stepping away from Dagur so that she could be closer to the fire. She was **severely** regretting giving Ruffnut her cloak by that point. "I was goin' t' tell ya that ya should _go let the others know_ so we can hold some sort o' victory feast when they bring back the body."

Dagur's face lit up. "That is a brilliant idea! Not only will we get to sign the treaty in dragon's blood, but _that _feast can make up for the one ruined by the dragon!"

Hiccup forced a smile and a laugh. "Y-yeah, that's a great idea, Thora! Don't you think so, Astrid?" He lightly nudged her with his elbow.

"Uh, yeah!" she replied, doing her best to keep her voice sounding natural. "Hiccup and I will let the others know about it right away! After all, a good feast doesn't cook itself, you know."

As the two of them ran off, Thora let out a sigh of relief and held her hand out towards the fire. She enjoyed its warmth, though she badly wished she had a second mug of cider to help warm her body.

'It'll take a week or more for me to warm up again,' she thought, ever so slightly leaning over the flames.

"Good thinking there, Thora," Dagur complimented.

She blinked, having almost forgotten he was there. "P-pardon?"

He gave her a knowing look before once more pulling her against him and grinning 'suavely'. This time, she was unable to hold back the shudder, though Dagur merely though it was due to his body warmth. "Telling them the good news in order to shoo them away," he replied, his voice loud enough for only her to hear. "Leaving us all _alone_." He wiggled his brows.

Thora leaned back; the spikes on his helmet were getting dangerously close to her face. "Well, like Astrid said, feasts don't cook themselves," she chuckled, though the nervousness in her voice was all too evident.

"Right," he chuckled, winking. "Of _course_ they don't."

Using her tail once again, she gently pushed the Berserker chieftain away from her. "Look, Dagur, you're a nice enough lad an' all, but…I got t' tell ya the truth," she suddenly spoke, doing her best to make her tone sound disappointed.

He cocked a brow, frowning slightly. "Oh?"

She gave him an apologetic smile. "I would have told ya earlier, but…well, things got in the way." She faked a heavy sigh and glanced away, letting her tail droop to the ground. "I'm sorry, Dagur, but we're just not meant t' be -I've already got a boyfriend."

Dagur stared at her; Thora couldn't tell which emotion was more prominent on his face: Anger or disappointment. Regardless, it seemed he was succeeding in keeping himself calm and collected –odd, since he hadn't managed that at earlier times.

"Is that so?" he questioned after a moment of processing her words.

She nodded, warily watching him for any signs of violence. "Aye."

"Well, then he's certainly a lucky man." He put his hand on his hip, glancing around the village. "And, ah…which of the _fine _Hooligans is your boyfriend? Will he be joining Stoick on the hunt?"

"I, er, doubt it," she replied, her brain scrambling to come up with a fake name only to be mortified when she blurted out a real name. "Tuffnut's er, currently out fishin' with his uncle."

Dagur looked at her questioningly. "…Tuffnut? His name is _Tuffnut_?" he asked, not impressed in the least. "What kind of name is _that_? Was he named by a drunkard?"

"He's tough an' he's a nutcase, so the name suits him," she replied, her tone becoming cooler as he insulted her 'boy'friend. She crossed her arm over her chest, showing her displeasure for his choice of words.

On the contrary, Dagur seemed intrigued by _her _choice of words. "Well then, from the sounds of it, it seems I may still have a chance at wooing you, my lovely Thora," he told her. "I guess only time will tell." Before she could respond, he turned and walked off.

She frowned in confusion before groaning when the realization hit. "Oh gods, now he thinks I have a thing for crazy guys…" 

* * *

><p>A thick fog covered Berk the next morning, making it hard for a person to see more than a few feet in front of them. Stoick prayed that this would help hide the Hideous Zippleback from Dagur and his men, though in his heart, he knew it wouldn't stop the Berserkers. If anything, it would only work to make them all the more eager to go hunting.<p>

Wrapped up in his thickest, warmest cloak, he left his house. Hiccup had already run off to go search for the Thorston twins, hoping they would be able to get their dragon under control. With a heavy sigh, he started to trek through the snow towards Gobber's house, a sword strapped to his side; he had no intention of using it on the dragon, however. If things got out of control, he would use it to rid Midgard of Dagur and his horribleness, even if it meant risking war…

Gobber was already outside, also bundled up in heavy furs. He wore no smile, his usual happy expression having been replaced by a grim look. Attached to his stump was his hook, letting Stoick know he also had no intention of truly fighting the dragon –otherwise, he would have worn his hammer.

"Did Hiccup already run off?" questioned the blacksmith.

Stoick nodded. "Aye. He an' the other riders ran off before the sun fully rose."

Nodding, Gobber let out a sigh and glanced around. "Well, with all this fog, huntin' that dragon should prove t' be at least a _bit _difficult," he commented. "Good thing Dagur doesn't know o' Thora's good hearin', otherwise he'd do his best t' bring her along."

"She's staying in the village, then?"

Again, Gobber nodded. "Aye. Gothi actually summoned her before dawn this mornin'. Apparently the Svaldifari lass went into labor around midnight an' Gothi needs Thora's help deliverin' the baby."

"Ah. Well, at least she gets to stay warm today." He started walking towards the edge of the village, heading for the agreed-upon meeting spot. "I feel bad for sendin' her out so much in the cold yesterday when she didn't have her cloak…"

"Ya had no choice," Gobber reminded him. "An' don't worry too much. She did so much runnin', I'm sure she was able t' stay warm. I know it wore her out nicely –she was fast asleep by the time I got home last night. She didn't even wake up for dinner."

"Hiccup did much the same an' I can't blame either of them." He sighed and scratched his beard before speaking quieter in case the Berserkers were near. "I'm glad the two o' them won't be around today, to be honest. Hiccup because o' how vicious Dagur is an' Thora because…well, I'm sure you know."

"Oh, you bet your skivvies I do!" Gobber grumbled, smacking his stump into the palm of his good hand. "That lil' creep thinks he can try an' get all flirty with my daughter just because he's a chieftain…well, he has another thing—" He was suddenly silenced as Stoick set a hand over his mouth.

There were silhouettes approaching through the fog.

As they drew nearer, the two Hooligan men found that they were, indeed, Dagur and his men. They looked a bit tired; Stoick knew they had gone out in the last hours of daylight and attempted to find the dragon, but it had (thankfully) been to no avail. Despite their failure, Dagur looked confident as he held a crossbow over his shoulder.

"Good morning, men," he spoke, a cocky grin on his lips. He then cocked a brow and frowned somewhat when he saw just the two Hairy Hooligans. "…You're bringing no one else?" he questioned. "No Thora?"

"She's assistin' Gothi with a birth," Stoick replied, "so yes, it will be just the two of us."

He shrugged. "Oh well. I _had _been hoping to bring down the dragon and present one of its heads to her as a gift, but there will be other dragons, I suppose. Shall we head out then?"

"Yes, lets," Gobber replied, his tone betraying his displeasure for Dagur. The teen didn't seem to notice, however –perhaps he was too used to it.

"My men found some tracks last night in the forest," Dagur told them, leading the way. "They were only a few hours old and most definitely belonged to the Zippleback. They lead into some caves –probably where it sought shelter for the night. We'll start there."

Stoick and Gobber looked at each other. Though neither said a word, they understood perfectly well what the other was thinking –they were beyond sick of Dagur and his attitude. 

When they reached the cave, they found fresh tracks leading into the forest. The hunters followed these for nearly an hour, the fog dissipating in that time. With the air now clear, it was easier for them to walk through the forest, as they no longer had to worry about tripping over unseen roots or getting caught in the undergrowth.

It was nearly noon by the time they stumbled upon a fresh set of Zippleback tracks. The Berserkers had begun to lose hope in their efforts, as they were quickly starting to grow cold and hungry, but Stoick and Gobber were beginning to feel the beginnings of relief when one of the Berserkers had to relieve himself. Minutes later, he had come running out from behind a nearby tree, tying up his trousers and declaring how he had found fresh footprints.

"Those are definitely fresh tracks," Gobber confirmed, sighing. "No more than ten minutes old, I'd say. You can see the snow just startin' t' re-freeze in the bottom there."

Dagur was nearly vibrating with excitement. "About how long do you think it'd take us to catch the beast?" he demanded, his eyes wide.

Shrugging, the blacksmith pulled his cloak closer around his form. "If we hurry an' _don't _worry 'bout makin' noise, then I'd say about ten minutes. If we approach this the _careful_ way-"

Interrupting him, Dagur turned towards his men. "Did you hear that?" he told them, grinning. When they failed to move, however, he frowned. "What're you waiting for? Get going!" he snapped, pointing at the horizon. As they started running, he called after them. "Remember: _YOU _don't get to kill it!"

Stoick cocked his brow as they started following after his men, but at a slower pace. "What, exactly, is it you're havin' your men do, Dagur?" he questioned, being careful to not step in the place where the Berserker had relieved himself.

"A simple hunting technique," he replied, shrugging. "I have my men go around the dragon before rushing at it, startling it and driving it in our direction. Then, as it flees for its pathetic life, we kill it!" He darkly laughed, drawing his sword.

Gobber glanced at Stoick. "I hate t' say it, but that's a rather sound plan…Some o' our hunters use that method t' hunt boar, though they're nothin' compared t' dragons…"

Dagur glanced at him out of the corner of his eye. "Boars and dragons can be equally dangerous," he retorted, "especially large boars. Have you _seen_ their tusks? The wounds they leave are _not _pleasant to look at. Sure, they don't breathe fire, but they have _other _ways of killing you."

Stoick rubbed his forehead, silently praying to the gods for a boar to come running out of the underbrush and trampling Dagur to death. At least then, he couldn't be blamed for his death and it wouldn't cause an inter-tribal dispute…

Instead, however, Barf and Belch came rushing towards them, looks of terror in their eyes. They suddenly fell to the ground as three sets of bolas wrapped around their legs and necks, immobilizing them. Stoick could see the fear and panic grow in their eyes as Dagur stalked forward, drawing his sword…and then he heard what sounded like a voice being muffled somewhere in the distance. Squinting, he quickly glanced around and saw something in the nearby trees.

Darting forward, he drew his own sword, blocking Dagur's blow as he meant to cut off Barf's head. Slowly, Dagur turned his head towards the other chieftain, anger written all over his face.

"How…dare…you," he hissed through clenched teeth.

"How dare _you_!" Stoick retorted, brows furrowed. "We're supposed t' slay this dragon _together _an' that's what we'll do –in the _arena_, where dragon killing is done." He was glad the teen didn't notice how he raised his voice, letting his words echo throughout the area.

Straightening his posture, Dagur slowly sheathed his sword. "I guess that makes sense," he replied, his tone cool. Turning, he looked at his men as they returned from flushing out the dragon. "To the arena!" he ordered.

Stoick let out a sigh and glanced up, just barely able to see the multiple pairs of eyes, both human and dragon, staring out from a nearby tree. Giving the eyes a small nod, he turned and started to follow behind Dagur, Gobber on his heels.

"What're you doin'?" Gobber whispered. "Takin' the poor thing to the arena t' be killed!"

"I'm givin' Hiccup and the others enough time t' come up with a plan," he quietly replied.

The blacksmith nodded in understanding, a small grin coming to his lips. "Ahh…the ol' delayin' the inevitable plan. Gotcha. One o' the most well-used plans in Viking history, that one."

Stoick cocked a brow. "Gobber…we've never done this before."

"Maybe _you _haven't, but you're not _all_ o' Midgard's Vikings, now are you?" He wore a somewhat amused expression as he glanced over at the chief. "Why, this method o' planning was one o' Grandpappy Bork's favorites! How else do ya think he collected so much information on all the different sorts o' dragons out there?"

"I always thought it was because he was unlucky an' the dragons just loved to torment him," he told Gobber plainly.

Gobber somewhat frowned. "Well, that's _one _way o' lookin' at it…" he grumbled.

Dagur glanced back at them, his brow raised. "What _are _the two of you going on about back there?" he questioned.

"How to best kill a Zippleback for its blood," Gobber blurted out before Stoick could say anything.

He turned, staring at the two of them for a moment, his brow still raised. "With a sword to the jugular, would be my guess," he spoke after a few minutes of tense silence. "Though, you two are the dragon killing _experts_, so…What _would_ be the best method, hmm?"

"You would string them up by the tail," Stoick sighed, "and _then _cut into the jugular."

"Slow and painful. I _like _it!" Dagur smirked. "And it preserves the skin for making things like bags and cloaks." He started walking once more.

Stoick and Gobber looked at one another and rolled their eyes. 

As they neared the village, Stoick made sure to have the hunting party go _around _the settlement. He claimed the dragon would draw too much attention for a simple blood gathering, but in truth, he didn't want those Hairy Hooligans who still opposed peace with the dragons to cause a ruckus. Dagur didn't oppose this –in fact, he thought it was a good idea, saying that everyone can gather around during the feast to hear their tale of hunting down the beast.

They were passing in front of the Great Hall when a voice stopped them.

"U-uh…er…what's goin' on?!"

Gobber spun around, seeing Thora walking down the path from Gothi's hut. She wore only her dress and boots; her apron dress was crumpled up and shoved under her arm. "Lovey! I thought you were helpin' Gothi?"

"I was," she replied, eyes fixed on the Hideous Zippleback, "but that was earlier. W-why are ya lot draggin' a dragon behind ya?"

"For ceremony, of course," Dagur replied. "Your uncle requested we slay the beast together, in the arena." A 'handsome' grin then spread across his face as he motioned for her to come over and join them. "Why don't you join us? As a Völva in training, I'm certain this is something you wouldn't want to miss."

"Er…actually…" she started to say, but Stoick spoke up.

"He's right, Thora," he told her. "As the future Völva, it'll be your job t' preside over such matters." He hated to do this to her, but all the talking was bringing further delay to the potential slaying of Barf and Belch. "It'll be good for you an' it's not like you've not seen a dragon be killed before."

Biting her tongue, Thora glanced away. "Er…Alright," she murmured. "I was hopin' t' get a bath, though…Not like I had a baby pop out onto my lap this mornin' or anythin' gross like that…"

"Ah! The miracle of life and the miracle of death all in one day," Dagur chuckled. "Aren't you a lucky woman? Don't worry; I'm sure there will be _plenty _of time for you to take a bath before the feast." As he started walking towards the arena, he waved his hand nonchalantly. "I've always heard dragon's blood is good for the skin; maybe we can save some for your bath? Not that you need it, of course."

Thora looked over at her uncle and father. "How have ya managed t' _not _strangle him yet?" she whispered, following behind them.

"It's taking all of our willpower," Gobber told her. He then raised half his brow and glanced back at her. "Did the baby really land on ya?"

She nodded, a look of disgust on her face. "It was gross. Well, the stuff _on _the baby an' what was birthed after the baby were gross." She shook her head, shuddering at the memory. "Sorry, da', but after that, you're _never_ gettin' grandchildren."

Gobber patted her uninjured shoulder, quietly chuckling.

"Also, why did ya have t' bring me into this, Uncle Stoick?" she questioned, frowning.

"Because talking t' you made Dagur have t' wait even longer," he replied softly, "which gives Hiccup an' the others more time t' get here."

She nodded in understanding, covering her mouth as she yawned. "Makes sense," she admitted.

"I'm sorry about dragging you into this," Stoick told her. "I'll make it up to you somehow."

"Uncle, ya gave me a fancy, new dress. If anythin', this is me payin' _you _back," she chuckled before yawning again.

He shook his head, quietly chuckling. He couldn't argue with her logic, especially with how tired she was. Instead, he remained silent, the only sound he made being the disgruntled 'hm' as they passed through the gate leading into the arena –which _had _been renamed Berk Dragon Training Academy, but the sign had been temporarily removed.

Barf and Belch were brought to the far end of the arena where the bolas were removed from their necks. Thora bit her tongue as she stood near the wall, watching as Gobber pulled a roll of parchment from underneath his cloak. He cleared his throat, giving a cursory glance around for any sign of the riders. Finding none, he sighed and unfurled the parchment.

"Accordin' t' the treaty," he began, "the killin' o' the dragon must be-"

"_Bored_!" interrupted Dagur. Rolling his eyes, he unsheathed his sword and started stalking towards the Zippleback. "I call the head on the right," he declared, pointing at Belch with his weapon. Raising the sword, he was unaware of Stoick stalking towards him, his own blade raised.

But then Hiccup burst into the arena, running at top speed and his face panicked. "Help! Help! Dragon attack!" he cried.

Everyone turned to face him. "What?"

Astrid came running in shortly after Hiccup. "The dragons are attacking!" she cried, her acting a little less convincing than Hiccup's. "Run for your lives! We gotta get out of here!"

Thora blinked, watching as Hookfang, Snotlout's Monstrous Nightmare, started climbing down the chain dangling from the arena's roof. He spat liquid fire at some of the Berserkers before hopping to the ground and using his teeth to free Barf and Belch. The two dragons began creating a healthy dose of chaos. Pressing herself against the wall –she didn't want to risk getting injured further- she bit her tongue, grinning slightly as she watched the futile attempts of the Berserkers as they tried to fight the dragons.

There was an explosion from Barf and Belch; Dagur was sent flying through the air. He landed with a clatter near her, groaning in pain as he pushed himself upright. Glancing up, Dagur caught sight of the grin on Thora's face as she watched the chaos and he smirked, rising to his feet. He opened his mouth to speak, but his eyes widened as Toothless came bounding into the arena, roaring and shooting off plasma blasts here and there.

"A Night Fury!" he gasped, eyes wide. "They _do _exist!" He let out a curse as Toothless started racing towards him. Moving to raise his weapon, he realized that he was, for once, weaponless.

Out of nowhere, Hiccup jumped in the way, pointing a small knife at the dragon while keeping a shield in front of him. "Back, you…you _fiend_!" As he spoke, he raised the shield, bashing it into the bottom of Dagur's jaw. "You'll not harm my friend, Dagur!" he cried, using the shield to –painfully- push Dagur out of harm's way. He fell back as Toothless shot the tiniest of plasma blasts at him, hitting the shield.

Hiccup fell back as Toothless leapt atop him, pinning him to the ground. "Please, Dagur! Save yourself!" he called, starting to wrestle with the dragon. "You owe it to your people!"

Dagur swallowed hard, looking around. His men were absolutely useless against the dragons; they were too panicked to notice where the weak spots of the dragons were. Knowing that the battle would have to be fought by the Hooligans, he knew they had to flee. "Berserkers! To the ships!" he called, hurrying towards the gate and beginning to help his men through.

Thora blinked. "But the treaty…" she mumbled, realizing it hadn't been signed. Darting forward, she weaved her way past Hiccup and Toothless before snatching the treaty from Gobber's pocket. Racing back to the gate, she was just in time to see Dagur's retreating backside. Her brow rose ever-so-slightly at the view.

Shaking her head in disgust at herself, she called out, "But what about the treaty?" Holding the treaty up as Dagur spun around, she motioned to it with her tail.

"Consider it signed!" he called. "And let me know if you and Tuffnut ever breakup!" With that said, he turned and high-tailed it out of Berk.

A sigh of relief left her mouth and she allowed herself to slouch against the wall of the arena. "Thank gods that's _finally _over…" she murmured.

"Uh…did he just say what I think he said?"

She glanced up in time to watch Ruffnut and Tuffnut hop down from the Gatekeeper's box, both of them crossing their arms as they stared her down. Ruffnut, she saw, was wearing her cloak –it was _much _too big for her, but at least she looked warm. Tuffnut, however, was clad only in his normal clothes. She raised her brow, ready to scold him, but Ruffnut spoke first.

"If he _did_ just say that, I wasn't aware the two of you were dating," Ruffnut told her, cocking her hip. "Why would you keep something like that from me?"

Tuffnut shrugged. "Don't worry, sis. She kept it from me, too. You'd think she'd tell me since I'm kind of an integral part of the whole relationship thing working."

Rolling her eyes, Thora sighed. "I told Dagur we were datin' so he'd leave me alone. Didn't work too well, though…"

"Oh. So we're _not _dating?" Tuffnut questioned, brows furrowed.

"Dang. You two would make such a _cute _couple," Ruffnut snickered.

Thora sighed, rubbing her forehead. "This…isn't really the best time for your dumb play," she admitted, her voice betraying her weariness and her lack of patience. "I need a bath an' three days o' sleep…"

They raised their brows, concern coming to their faces.

"Dang," murmured Tuffnut. "You sound exhausted…"

"Was having to put up with Dagur _that _bad?" Ruffnut asked, a somewhat worried look on her face.

She gave them a long look. "You have absolutely _no _idea."


	10. Chapter 10

'Make sure it does not boil –that will make the mixture thicken too much and become useless. A gentle simmer will do well enough.'

Thora nodded, stirring the medicinal syrup slowly. It smelled strongly of mint, basil, and clove. Its scent wasn't the best combination of smells, but she was thankful it was better smelling than the medicine they had made earlier involving yak blood and powdered anise.

"How long should I let it simmer for?" she asked, glancing over at Gothi.

The old woman was sitting in her chair, bundled up in many layers of furs thanks to the cold she had recently acquired. Her hands, also covered up, grabbed her staff again and began to write, 'You will know when you can run your finger down the back of the spoon and a clear path is left unfilled.'

"Alright…not sure I want t' touch somethin' that hot, though," she murmured.

'Dip your finger in water before doing so. It will keep away the pain.'

Thinking the mixture was nearing its done point, she dipped one of her fingers into her mug of water before pulling the spoon out. Doing as Gothi instructed, she watched as the syrup slowly oozed back to fill in the gap.

'Not quite there,' she thought, wiping her finger on her apron. She winced slightly; her arm had come out of the sling a few days ago, but moving it in certain directions still brought about a jolt of pain. 'A minute or two more, then.' She started stirring the mixture again, wanting to prevent it from burning.

Soon, the medicine had reached the proper consistency and she did her best to evenly pour it into four different bottles. Knowing it would have to cool completely before she put the cork on, she left the bottles to sit on the table as she went outside, filling the pot with snow to help cool it for cleaning.

When she came back inside, Gothi was blowing her nose into a well-soiled handkerchief. Raising her brow, Thora inwardly cringed. "Let's get ya a clean handkerchief, aye?" she suggested.

Gothi nodded, handing the soaking wet square of cloth to Thora, who gingerly took it between her forefinger and thumb. She carried it over to a small cauldron filled with steaming water and dropped it in; Gothi's other used handkerchiefs were also in the hot liquid. She swished her fingers in the water before going over to a trunk and pulling out a fresh handkerchief. Taking it to Gothi, she noticed the old woman had scribbled on the ground again.

'By the way, you never told me how the treaty signing went,' was what she read.

Sighing, Thora went to start cleaning the now-cooled pot of any bits of syrup or herbs left inside it. "It was…somethin', that's for sure. No doubt Uncle Stoick's told ya by now that Oswald is no longer chief o' the Berserkers?"

Nodding, Gothi adjusted herself, watching as Thora scrubbed the pot.

"Well, I spent those two days runnin' all over Berk because I was either helpin' t' chase after a dragon or havin' t' put up with the flirtations o' Dagur the Deranged." She gave Gothi a long, exasperated look before sticking her tongue out in disgust. "An', aye: he _does _live up t' the title." She shrugged. "Wasn't terrible t' look at…but then he went an' opened his mouth an' everythin' went downhill from there"

A hoarse laugh came from Gothi before she loudly blew her nose. 'I know very much how you feel in that regard,' she wrote, making Thora curiously raise her brow.

"Oh? How so?"

'You may not believe me, but there is a reason Mildew managed to have three wives in his youth,' she wrote, her own brow lifted in amusement. 'He was a rather attractive man in his early days, but his personality was just as bad as it is today.'

Sticking out her tongue, Thora shook her head. "Impossible. There is _no _way Mildew was ever young, let alone _attractive_," she argued, making Gothi laugh once again. "He's always been a hideous ol' curmudgeon with far too much nose hair! I honestly don't see why you're laughin' so much over there; I'm just tellin' ya the truth!"

By that point, Gothi was laughing so hard, she nearly toppled out of her chair. Thora reached over, gently pushing her back into the furs before removing a couple of the layers so she wouldn't overheat. Dabbing at her eyes with a clean part of the handkerchief, the older woman still shook with giggles, but had managed to mostly regain her composure.

'Oh, Thora, child –you have no idea how badly I needed a laugh like that!' she wrote, her letters shaky. 'Thank you for that.'

She rubbed the back of her neck with her tail. "You're welcome, I guess? But c'mon –there is _no way _ya were tellin' the truth 'bout Mildew just now.'

'Whether you wish to believe it or not, child, I was.'

Before Thora could reply, the door burst open and Gobber came rushing in. He closed the door behind him and brushed snow from his trousers and shoulders. Letting out a strange noise as he shivered, he hurried over to the fire to warm himself.

"Er…hi, da'," Thora blinked, staring at her father in confusion. "What brings ya all the way up here?"

"This is what brings me," he replied, reaching underneath his cloak. From it, he pulled out a scroll. "Hiccup an' the others flew past Trader Johann this morning on one o' their patrols an' he gave 'em this. It's your mother's reply, lovey."

Both Gothi and Thora's eyes widened, though the latter of the two unconsciously leaned away from the letter. Biting her tongue, she watched as Gothi urged her to take the scroll. She hesitantly reached out, afraid of the words she would soon read.

"Go on, lovey," Gobber gently told her. "Take your time. Ya don't have t' read it out loud, either, if ya don't want."

She nodded slowly as she looked over the scroll. Not only was it bound shut by a long, thin strip of leather, but it also had a seal of what looked and smelled like sap. After removing the both, she took a deep breath and unfurled the parchment only to let out a gasp; a necklace had tumbled out of the parchment. How she hadn't felt it when the scroll was bound, she didn't know Looking it over, she found that it was simple –just a silver chain with a stone pendant.

Her brow rising, she started to read the letter.

_-Litla Systir- __Little Sister Thora—_

_First, please excuse my -__tungumál-__ language. Human speak is not mine or my brothers' gift, but we do our best. _

_Second, your letter is many years too late. With -__sorg-__ sadness, I inform you that Mother has been taken to Valhalla or Folkvangr. She will be unable to give lessons to you, Little Sister Thora. _

_Third, I not know how much you know of us, your brothers. I remember Mother not giving much information with you when Trader Johann took you to the human island. We are three: Chief Ulfr is oldest and strongest brother. He is much like Mother in manners and mind, but more like Father Skúld in appearance. Healer Ormr is middle brother and, like title, is best healer. He is gentler than Mother, but not look like her at all. He look and act much like Father Njorðr. Then there is me, Sindri. I am youngest brother but strongest in magic. I look much like mother, but am more like Father Ing in mind. _

_We wonder if you act like Mother or if are more like father? We remember him and Chieftain Stoick. They were strong -for humans. Very strong. Slew many cowardly Romans in that battle! Your father is good man and great warrior. You have good blood in your veins. _

_You are many centuries younger to us, Little Sister Thora. We remember you, but only slightly. You were tiny. Tinier than even a human infant! Ormr was confident you would not see a year pass, but we see he was wrong. Good! We don't remember your hair, but your skin was lighter than Mother's. You had trouble nursing from Mother, so you had to be fed warmed goat milk with a spoon. _

_Völva Gothi says you have magic like us, but she cannot train you. Troll magic not like human magic. Troll magic comes from strength and earth; human magic is given by gods. But you are half human, half troll. Your magic is -__öðruvísi-__ different. Völva Gothi has taught you what she knows. Now you must come to our home to be taught what we know. Ulfr will teach you shapeshifting. Ormr will teach you healing. I will teach you magic. We know not how long you will take to train, but I guess a few years. Ormr says you may start as if you were a child learning; it depends on how much you now know._

_But winter is coming fast. Sailing is not safe during this time…days too short, nights too cold. Come to us in mid-spring, Little Sister Thora, when the last frost has gone. When you come, we tell you more about us and Mother. We tell you why Mother gave you to Father and why the -__Valkyrjur-__ Valkyries claimed her._

_-Sindri_

_Oh, also: The necklace will help you find us._

"Well?" Gobber asked after many tense minutes had passed.

"…Greta's dead," Thora finally spoke, still trying to absorb the information she had just read. "I assume she died in battle; it says she's gone t' Valhalla or Folkvangr…"

A shadow of sorrow came to Gobber's eyes. "O-oh…I guess that means ya won't be gettin' trained then…" he murmured, taking off his helmet and scratching the top of his head with his hook. "Can't say I'm not too disappointed by that, t' be honest…"

Gothi merely let out a heavy sigh.

Thora, however, shook her head. "No. M-my brothers said they would train me."

"Brothers?" Gobber repeated, his eyes wide. "Ya have _brothers_?"

"Three o' them," she replied with a nod. "Evidently, they're centuries older than me…"

Again, he scratched the top of his head. "Well, that'd explain why I didn't see any whelps runnin' around the camp," he murmured. "So, they're goin' t' be the ones t' train ya? When do they want ya t' head over?"

"After the last frost has passed, so about mid-spring. Sindri, the one who wrote the letter, said sailing in winter is too dangerous –which is true. I don't think it'd be fun t' run into an iceberg in the middle o' the night an' end up wreckin' the ship…"

Gothi nodded in understanding before writing on the ground. 'What else did they say?' she questioned. 'Did they say what you are to learn from them?'

"Shapeshiftin', healin', an' magic," she replied, looking over the letter again. "It may take a few years to teach it all to me. That's…a lot longer than I was thinkin', t' be honest. I mean, you were able t' teach me some magic within just a few weeks."

'You are a product of two worlds, child,' Gothi wrote. 'It will take them time to find out how to best tutor you. I would assume you will learn how to heal faster than shapeshifting and using magic, however, since you already have a firm grasp on what I have taught you. Yes, there is still much for you to learn, but you currently have enough knowledge to tend to everyday wounds and illnesses and that is more than what most people can do.'

"True," she agreed, picking up the necklace and looking over it again, this time paying closer attention to its details. There wasn't much she missed the first time she had looked it over, except now she noticed how the stone had been cut thin enough that, when she held it up to the firelight, she could see through it. "Huh…" she murmured.

Gobber cocked his head. "They sent ya a necklace?" he questioned, half his brow rising. "Well, that's certainly nice o' them!"

"Sindri said it's supposed t' help me find 'em." She turned the stone over in her hands, squinting as she tried to see if, perhaps, there was a map etched on it somewhere or something of the sort. "Not sure how, though…I mean, it's a piece o' jewelry…" Putting it on, she waited to see if anything magical would happen. When nothing did, she frowned slightly, but shrugged.

"Maybe if ya show it t' Trader Johann, he'll know where t' take ya?" Gobber guessed. "Or maybe it's t' buy ya passage on Trader Johann's ship…"

"I doubt that. Well, however it works, at least it makes for a pretty, normal necklace in the meantime, eh?" She chuckled and looked down at the stone. It seemed to change color whenever the light hit it, making it impossible to tell what its real shade was. "Oh, an' da'? They apparently remember ya an' Uncle Stoick. Sindri said the two o' ya were good men an' admired your strength." Standing up, she went over to one of Gothi's many kettles and filled it with water.

Gobber puffed out his chest in pride. "Well, o' course! We're Hairy Hooligans –we're the strongest tribe o' the Barbaric Archipelago!" He grinned proudly. "An' your uncle is certainly one o' the strongest men this tribe has seen in decades. Why, I don't think even his own father was as strong as him!" He watched as Thora put the kettle over the fire before going over to Gothi's herb shelf.

Gothi raised her brow and started scribbling on the ground. Leaning over, Gobber read her words only to turn a bit pink around the ears.

"Gothi, be nice," he lightly scolded, using his foot to wipe away her words before Thora could read them. "Don't write those things around Thora! She doesn't need t' pick up on language like that."

Thora snorted, having a feeling she knew what sort of thing the old woman had written. "Don't worry, da' –I'm sure it's nothin' I haven't heard or read before."

That only made Gobber frown. "Oh really? An' just where is it you're hearin' that sort o' language, young lady?"

Innocently, she shrugged and looked away from him as she gathered some lavender, chamomile, and some pieces of a dried root called ginger; Gothi said it came from lands east of Rome and was rather expensive to get. "Oh, I don't know…it's not like I wasn't raised by two, rough 'n tumble men or anythin'…" She glanced over at Gothi when the old woman laughed hoarsely before heading back to the fire and tossing the small handful of herbs into the kettle.

An indignant look came to his face and he put his hand and hook on his hips. "I don't recall me or Stoick usin' that sort o' language around you an' Hiccup!" he retorted.

"Oh, but ya did –ya ay not have realized it, but ya did. Especially when ya an' Uncle Stoick were in the forge or havin' one o' your heated games o' Maces an' Talons."

He rolled his eyes, pouting. "Sassin' your ol' man…" he murmured. "What's becomin' o' teenagers these days, eh? Thinkin' they own the world an' that they can talk back t' their parents…"

Rolling her eyes as well, Thora grinned, though she resisted the urge to say any sort of retort. Instead, she remained silent and fetched both a wooden mug and a jar of honey. Knowing Gothi liked her tea on the sweeter side, she put a large dollop of the honey in the bottom of the mug. Behind her, she could hear Gothi's staff scratching against the floor as she wrote something out.

"She writin' t' me or you, da'?" she asked, grabbing a second mug and adding just a small bit of honey to it.

"Me," he replied, leaning over and reading the words.

"Would ya like some tea, da'?"

"No thanks, lovey. I got t' head back t' the forge soon. I mainly came up here t' give ya the letter."

She nodded in understanding, turning around with the mugs in her hand. "Alright. I may be late in comin' home, by the way –Gothi needs me t' fetch some more dragon teeth from Death's Head Headland.

He cocked half his brow. "Dragon teeth? What do ya need dragon teeth for?" he questioned, looking down at the elder. Tilting his head, he read her reply aloud, "For jewelry an' for Trader Johann," he murmured. "Huh. Wouldn't expect _him _t' want somethin' like dragon teeth…"

"He probably trades 'em off t' other tribes or folk on the mainland," Thora told him. Grabbing a cloth, she used it to shield her hands from the heat of the metal as she picked up the kettle full of now-boiling tea. She filled each mug nearly to the top with the water before setting the kettle on the stones of the hearth. "So, aye, don't get too worried if I'm an hour or two late. I know the others are out, so I have t' use my own feet t' get there this time."

"Gee, what do ya think we did _before _Hiccup tamed the dragons?" he chuckled, reaching over and ruffling her hair. "I'll make sure t' save ya some dinner, lovey. An' make sure ya stay warm, aye? I don't want t' find ya turned into an icicle."

"Don't worry, da'," she chuckled, handing the honey-heavy mug to Gothi, "I'll be fine."

* * *

><p>Thora was incredibly thankful Ruffnut had returned her cloak, because it was <em>cold<em>. The snow was knee-deep, but thanks to the snowshoes she wore, she was able to stay atop the white powder. Regardless, she was left wishing she had stopped by Silent Sven's farm to borrow one of his yak-drive sledges.

'Not that it would be much faster,' she thought, blowing a strand of hair from her face. 'Yaks can't walk on snow…' She winced as a snowflake was blown into her eye and she let out a curse as her eye began watering. 'Oh don't you even think about it, eyeball –I don't need ice covering my cheeks!' Scrunching her nose up, she did her best to wipe the tear away before it could fall, but the scratchy wool of her gloves did little to help.

Shaking her head, she adjusted the scarf she had tied around her mouth and nose and continued north. She had already covered over half the distance to Death's Head Headland and, as she squinted through the wind, she was able to see the forest looming ahead of her. A sigh of relief left her mouth and part of her mind urged her to go faster so as to reach shelter sooner, but the rest of her brain stopped her.

'I don't want to use all my energy up reaching the forest,' she told herself. 'Not when I still have to go to the dragon graveyard and all the way back to Berk. Ugh. If I had known the snow was _this_ deep out here, I would have told Gothi to just wait for spring.'

At the thought of spring, her hand unconsciously rose up and felt for the necklace hidden beneath her many layers of clothes.

'But spring is when I leave Berk…and only the gods know how long I'll be gone.' She frowned under the scarf. 'Part of me wants to stay here on Berk; this is my _home_. But…I have brothers! Full-blooded troll brothers! And they said they'd be willing to teach me the magic they know…I should be ecstatic to meet them, especially since Sindri said they would tell me why my mother sent me away.

'But…is that something I really _want_ to know? What if it was because she hated the mere sight of me? Or what if she hated the reminder of a night spent with a human?' She shook her head. 'No, that can't be it. Dad said _she _was the one who seduced _him, _not the other way around. And Sindri had said that dad was a great warrior, and warriors are pretty much revered everywhere, aren't they?'

A heavy sigh left her mouth and she shivered as a particularly strong blast of wind managed to blow her cloak open. Cursing, she quickly tugged it shut, not caring about the pain she felt in her arm. She grumbled to herself, still cursing the wind as it had taken all the warmth away from under the furry cape.

Thora suddenly froze, her eyes narrowing suspiciously, as she heard a strange rattling noise. Her brows furrowing, she cocked her head, trying to better hear the noise over the wind. It almost sounded like a bundle of dried, hollow sticks being bounced around and it was getting closer by the second…

Turning around, she found herself staring face-to-face with the enormous skull of a dragon.

Somehow, it still contained a pair of bright, green eyes and they were staring right at her.

Too shocked to move or cry out, Thora continued to stare at the dragon before her, her jaw having fallen slack. Rearing back, the dragon shook itself and she now knew the sound she had heard was actually that of rattling bones –almost the entire dragon was covered in bones. Thora was able to spot a few small, bare patches of brownish-green skin, however. She also took notice of how the dragon absolutely _dwarfed _her. The only dragon she had seen that was bigger was back on the Dragon's Nest.

"You're a Boneknapper," she mumbled, her eyes still wide as she watched it lean back down. It curiously sniffed her, making soft noises of concern as it did so. "Oh gods, please don't find my tail…I would really like t' keep that a dragon-free zone…"

It was then that she realized that this was a wild, _untamed_ dragon –and one that wasn't well documented in the Book of Dragons. Biting her tongue, she watched as it continued to inspect her; despite the fishy smell of its breath, she welcomed the sniffing thanks to the warm air it exhaled. The wind was growing stronger and was beginning to bring snow with it, making it harder for her to keep her cloak closed.

'Maybe…Maybe I could try taming it?' she thought, taking notice of the wind. 'A blizzard is coming and I need a fast way home." She shivered, rubbing her arms under her cloak. 'Anyway, how hard can it be? Even _Snotlout _managed to tame a dragon and he has one of the crankiest breeds!'

Still biting her tongue, she slowly reached out her hand. The Boneknapper tilted its head, watching curiously as her palm drew closer and closer to the end of its snout. Before she could touch it, though, it hopped back a few yards and eyed her warily.

"I'm not goin' t' hurt you," she gently told it, hoping it could hear her over the wind. Crouching somewhat low to the ground, she kept her hand extended and slowly began to crawl forward. "I know my people have hurt yours in the past, but we're makin' up for it…Plus, I know o' a place where ya can get _plenty _o' new bones for your armor…"

The dragon cocked its head this way and that as it listened to her talk. An intrigued expression filled its eyes as Thora mentioned the place of bones and it lowered its head closer to the ground, flapping its wings slightly. There was a bit of suspicion in its green eyes as it stared at this strange, pointy-eared, long-toothed human, but there was no fear.

"With your help, we can get there right fast," Thora continued, clenching her eyes shut as the wind threatened to blow more snow into them. "An' then, if ya allow it, we can go t' my home where there are _loads_ o' fish for all the dragons t' eat an' nice, warm spots for ya t' roost until this storm-" She cracked open an eye when she felt the warm, hard surface of the Boneknapper's outer skull press against her palm.

Smiling, she scratched the top of its snout, wondering if it could feel the sensation through the thick bone. It certainly felt something, because it turned its head, begging to get scritches under its jaw as well.

"There's a good dragon," she cooed, using both hands to scratch at the bone. "Now, will ya let me ride on your back?" She glanced up at its neck and back, wondering if it would even be possible –true to its name, it had all sorts of bones fused to its body and most of them stuck up in ways that made it seem impossible for the dragon to be ridden.

Somehow understanding her, the dragon spread its wings and lowered itself to the ground, letting her know that it accepted her. Before attempting to climb on, however, Thora pulled off her snowshoes and tucked them under her arm. Then, she began to the task of getting on the Boneknapper and finding a suitable seat. After some minutes of searching, she found a spot just between its wings that seemed like it would accommodate her and she clambered aboard, having some difficulties thanks to her injury and the snowshoes she carried.

Feeling Thora give a small pull on one of the external vertebrae, the Boneknapper took off into the air. It glanced back at her when she gave a yelp of surprise, but it was unable to read her expression through her scarf and the mess of hair blowing in her face. For now, it had to trust that she was alright –which she seemed to be, as she was able to guide it around to fly north.

'I can't believe I just tamed a Boneknapper,' Thora thought, her insides filled with a renewed sense of excitement and nervousness. 'Wait until Hiccup sees it! Wait until _dad _sees it! He'll finally be able to prove to Uncle Stoick that his adventures against a Boneknapper were real!' She let out a laugh, but the sound was lost to the wind.

'But…wait…' Her brows suddenly furrowed and she looked down at the dragon. 'Why would a Boneknapper be here on Berk? Was it looking for the dragon graveyard for more bones? Or did it get lost in this storm?' A panicked look came to her face and she quietly gasped. 'Or what if it's part of a herd and it got separated from its family _because _of the storm?!'

Biting her tongue, she gave the dragon a good scratch on the neck. "If ya _do _have a family out there, I want ya t' return nice an' safe t' it, alright? We'll stop an' get ya some new bones, then it's straight t' my home, where you'll get a nice, big dinner, and a warm place t' sleep.

"Whatever the reason for ya bein' here, I'll make sure ya stay safe for now," she quietly promised.

* * *

><p>When a few days had passed and the storm had left Berk with a new foot of fresh snow, Thora fully expected to find the Boneknapper's –who was a female, according Gobber - roost empty and any trace of her gone from Berk. Instead, as she left her home that sunny morning, she was greeted by the dragon hopping from foot to foot with her wings slightly outspread, as if she were dancing in glee to see Thora. This had becoming a familiar, though still amusing, sight for the teen, as she had been received in the same fashion whenever she brought in the baskets of fish for her meals.<p>

"Well, someone woke up in a good mood," she chuckled, reaching up and rubbing the dragon's snout. "I'm surprised t' see ya still here, girl –can't say I'm too torn up 'bout that, though." She quietly laughed as she was nuzzled affectionately.

Gobber limped out of the house, pinning his cloak around his shoulders. "Yep, lovey, I think you got yourself a keeper there," he told her, smiling as he shut the door behind him. "She seems t' like ya well enough, after all! Have ya come up with a name yet?"

She shook her head. "No, not yet. I'm wantin' t' make sure she actually stays before I come up with anythin'."

He shrugged, using his hook to scratch under the dragon's jaw. "If ya ask me, I'd say she's here for good, otherwise she would have left by now." With his hand, he flipped one of Thora's braids over her shoulder instead of ruffling her hair –he knew how long she had spent fighting her hair to get it into the two, somewhat uneven, braids. "So I'd start thinkin' o' a name for her if I were you. But, since I'm _me, _how 'bout I start on makin' ya a saddle for her, eh? Must be painful, ridin' on bone like that." He started to limp off, having to be careful as he walked thanks to hidden patches of ice.

She nodded. "Thanks, da'," she told him, moving to hop on the dragon. As she got situated, her brow rose –she could hear the sound of many wings approaching from above.

"Dude! Snotlout, you were _right! _She does have a skeleton for a dragon!"

"Why would you want a _dead _dragon? That kind of defeats the purpose of having a dragon if they're dead."

"You idiots, it's a _living _dragon covered in _bones_!"

"Exactly! That's because it's a Boneknapper. It uses the bones from dead animals and dragons as its armor, since Boneknapper don't naturally have their own, hardened scales to use. It's also a good intimidation factor, since most people do think them to be dead at first."

She watched as Hiccup and the other dragon riders landed in front of her house. Though she didn't admit it, she felt a bit of pride at having a dragon so much larger than theirs. Regardless of her size, though, the dragon stepped back at the sudden arrival of five other dragons.

"So, you finally tamed yourself a dragon, huh?" Hiccup chuckled, looking up from the back of Toothless. "And a pretty unique one at that."

Thora shrugged. "Eh, she found me, really. I was runnin' an errand for Gothi an' she literally came out o' nowhere. Don't know how or why she found her way t' Berk, but she did." She patted the Boneknapper's neck as she looked back at her, worry and fear in her eyes. "It's alright girl, they're friends –well, the Night Fury an' his rider are family."

"So she's a female Boneknapper, huh?" Astrid grinned. "Hear that, Fishlegs? Another girl on our team!"

"You may have a new friend, Meatlug!" Fishlegs cooed to his dragon, patting her atop the head. He glanced up at Thora. "How can you tell she's a female, though? The Book of Dragons doesn't say how to tell between male and female."

"Da' told me it was because she has big bones for armor. Apparently, the females like t' look larger or are larger than the males? Don't _quite _remember the reasonin' for that, but aye, the females get the biggest bones."

Snotlout snorted. "Right…your dragon's just fat under all those bones." He yelped in surprise and mild pain as Hookfang partially lit himself on fire, sending his rider leaping off of him into the snow. The Monstrous Nightmare gave an apologetic look to the Boneknapper.

"You're lucky I'm up here an' not down there," Thora told him, her tone dry and her brow raised. "What Hookfang just did would feel like a _pinch _compared t' how hard I would have socked ya."

Mocking her, Snotlout repeated what she said in an insultingly childish way. "Yeah right. You punch like Hiccup." Standing up, he wiped the snow from his backside before mounting his dragon once more.

She narrowed her eyes. "Want t' put that t' the test?" she growled, baring her teeth.

Tuffnut grinned gleefully. "Aw yeah! Surprise fight!" he cheered, punching his palm. "My money's on Thora!"

"All bets are doubled if she bites his ear off," Ruffnut added, leaning her elbows on the sides of Barf's horns.

"There _isn't _going to be a fight," Astrid sighed, smacking her forehead, "let alone ear biting. She's not Mikkel Týrson…"

"Yeah. We came here to _learn _about Berk's newest dragon," Hiccup reminded them. "For example! Thora, what have you named your Boneknapper?"

Her expression softening, she shrugged as she turned her attention to her cousin. "She doesn't have one yet. I'm thinkin' it's goin' t' have 'Dancing' in it, though, because she does an adorable dance whenever it's mealtime."

"Does she?" Fishlegs questioned, an excited look on her face. "Do you think it's a common trait among Boneknappers, or do you think it's unique to just her?"

"I, er, wouldn't know, t' be honest. She's the first Boneknapper I've met, though from da's stories, the one he met didn't dance…"

The twins, have slunk forward and draped themselves over their dragon's heads once they realized there wasn't going to be a fight, let out raspberries in unison. "So she dances," Ruffnut began.

"But can she sing?" Tuffnut continued. "We've met a singing Terrible Terror and let me tell you, sir: That thing was far more impressive than a dancing dragon."

Ruffnut grinned at the memory. "Yeah. That little guy really had an amazing set of lungs and quite the vocal range."

"We should have tried training him!" Tuffnut suddenly told her, look of regret on his face. "I just came up with the perfect name for him and everything! Daviþ Börgi."

Ruffnut cursed, lightly hitting her leg in frustration. "We should have!"

"Um…" Hiccup murmured, his brow raised at the twins' conversational tangent. He looked back at his cousin. "So, Thora, would you be willing to come to the academy for a little while so we can do some tests with your dragon? There isn't a lot of information in the Book of Dragons about Boneknappers, so it'd be nice to fill it in a bit…"

"Let me go check on Gothi first," she told him. "Then I'll meet ya over there. Sound good?"

Hiccup nodded. "Alright. See you in a bit then." He looked at the others, using a quick nod of his head to signal for them to take off.

Thora watched as the group took into the air, almost as if they were one entity. She quietly chuckled as they flew away and she leaned over, petting her dragon. "I really do need t' come up with a name for you…" she murmured. "But what? Bone Dancer? No…Food Dancer?" She snorted at how bad that one was. "Hmm…"

Pondering it over, she lightly pulled back on the vertebra and the Boneknapper took to the air. It was only the second time she had flown with this dragon; the blizzard had kept them both grounded the last few days. Knowing now that she could go flying any time she wanted left Thora feeling giddy all over again.

What made her even more excited, however, was knowing that she no longer had to _walk _up to Gothi's hut. But there was one, small problem: The landing was too small for the Boneknapper. If she had been the size of Toothless, _maybe _she would fit, but as it was, Thora was left to hop off while she was in the air. Reassuring the Boneknapper that she wouldn't be too long and that she could wait on a lower, wider landing, Thora turned and knocked on Gothi's door before entering.

She was greeted by the sight of the old woman sitting on a stool near the fire. Gothi was using a small shovel to pile coals atop a lidded pot and Thora knew she was baking something.

"Well, well –_someone's _feelin' better," she chuckled.

Gothi glanced up, a bit of amusement in her eyes. After finishing with the coals, she grabbed a fire poker and started writing in the ashes. 'And I see someone has finally found herself a dragon.'

Her cheeks turned a bit pink. "Did ya really see, or did someone come an' tell ya?" she asked.

'I saw the two of you arrive before the blizzard hit. I was not entirely sure that I had seen it correctly; as you know, I was sick at the time. I thought it was, perhaps, a fever dream –after all, how often does one see a dragon's skeleton flying?' She chuckled. 'I take it that it is one of those Boneknappers you have mentioned in the past?'

She nodded, pulling off her glove before feeling Gothi's forehead with the back of her hand. There was no longer a temperature, letting her know the elder was, indeed, healed. "Aye, she is. Hasn't got a name yet, though. Hiccup an' Fishlegs want t' do a few tests with her in the arena, so is it alright if I go do that before comin' t' my lessons?"

Scratching her chin, Gothi shrugged. 'I do not see why not. Oh! Before you go, however, take a few jars of burn ointment with you and leave them at the academy. I am growing tired of the visits from Spitelout's boy…he comes in here nearly every other night, beginning me to heal his singed backside.' She shook her head, frowning. 'If that fool learned to have more patience and less ego, he wouldn't be coming up here so often!'

Thora nodded in agreement. "No kiddin'…I almost got in a fight with him earlier because he was insultin' my dragon."

Gothi gave her a scolding expression. 'We need to work on your impulse control, child. You get into far too many altercations for being a future Völva. We are supposed to be the passive ones.'

Thora felt her cheeks darken in embarrassment. "Aye," she murmured, biting her tongue as she glanced away. "I know we are…but it's hard, 'specially when my friends or family are in danger…"

'We will discuss this later,' Gothi wrote. 'For now, go and do your tests. I do want you back here before noon, however, so you best hurry up and get over there.'

"Alright. Thanks for warnin' me," sighed Thora. "See ya in a bit." Leaving the hut, she peeked over the edge of the cliff only to see the Boneknapper looking up at her like a puppy seeing its owner. Smiling, she stepped back as the dragon took to the air.

Knowing it would be difficult for Thora to climb on from the front, she turned around, offering her tail as a sort of ladder. Her entire body bobbed up and down as she did her best to stay level with the hut, though she was able to feel Thora easily making her way along the stolen spinal column to her seat. Once her rider was seated, she flew higher into the sky, letting Thora steer her wherever she pleased.

"What do ya think 'bout the name 'Death Dance'?" Thora questioned after some minutes. She was taking the long way to the academy, enjoying the freedom of having her own dragon.

The dragon glanced back at her, making a pleased noise.

"Ya like that?" she chuckled, scratching the side of the Boneknapper's neck. "Well then, that'll be your name: Death Dance. Should strike some fear into any future enemies, eh?" Grinning, she finally steered Death Dance towards the academy.

* * *

><p><strong>AN:** Hey all! Just wanted to give you a little update on my mom, since last chapter I mentioned she was in the hospital for 10 days. She's back home now and nearly back to normal! Yaay! We just need to work on building her strength back up. Also, relating to the Sindri's letter: doesn't allow for strike-through formatting, so...just pretend that the words between dashes are scribbled out.

Now, to reply to last chapter's comments:

The Chicken: Poor Thora indeed! I'd pity almost _anyone _who had to endure Dagur's flirtations XD And don't worry, mom has been getting plenty of food -though not chicken soup :p she's not a fan.

just a random: I'm glad you enjoyed the interactions between Ylva and Bucket! I'm hoping I'll be able to sneak more of them in later on. And of course Bucket isn't an idiot! He's just...misunderstood xD

Anyway. With that, I hope you guys enjoyed this short lil' chapter! If you did, please leave a comment~ I'd love to know what you guys think of the story overall and if you prefer the shorter or longer chapters! Anything helps!


End file.
